The Cresset (Vol. LXXIV, No. 2, Advent/Christmas) by Valparaiso University
Valparaiso University 
ValpoScholar 
The Cresset (archived issues) 
12-2010 
The Cresset (Vol. LXXIV, No. 2, Advent/Christmas) 
Valparaiso University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.valpo.edu/cresset_archive 
 Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons, and the Public Affairs, Public Policy and Public 
Administration Commons 
This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by ValpoScholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
The Cresset (archived issues) by an authorized administrator of ValpoScholar. For more information, please 
contact a ValpoScholar staff member at scholar@valpo.edu. 
aduate Education 
d the Liberal Arts 
Louis Menand 





Peace to God's 









Mark A. Heckler 
Editor 

















Editorial Advisory Board 
Gilbert Meilaender 






On the cover: Conrad von Soest (1360-1422). "Christi Geburt" (Birth of 
Christ). Detail from Niederwildungen Altarpiece, circa 1404. Tempera on wood. 
73.5 em X 60.5 em. Stadkirche St. Nikolaus, Bad Wildungen, Germany. 
Conrad von Soest (1360-1422) was the most prominent artist to come out of 
Westphalia. He worked primarily within the International Gothic movement 
of art, a decorative style where many of the strange aspects of real life were 
smoothed over, leaving a sophisticated, elegant kind of realism. Von Soest was 
a leader in introducing this style of art to Germany and to northern Europe 
in general. The Nativity scene presented on the cover is a portion of a larger 
artwork which von Soest created for the town of Bad Wildungen. When 
closed, the Niederwildungen Altarpiece depicts four saints who are venerated 
by the church and when open displays vignettes from the lives of Christ and 
the Virgin Mary, arranged in two rows around a Crucifixion scene. The tender 
humanity depicted in this work helped to place the altarpiece in the forefront 
of artistic development in the early 1400s. While an inscription indicates that 
von Soest created the altarpiece in 1404, there is some controversy in reading 
the date. See: Jeep, J. Medieval Germany (Garland, 2001 ); Snyder, J. Northern 
Renaissance Art (Abrams, 1985). 
THE CRESSET (ISSN# 0011-1198) is published five times during the academic 
year (September through June) by the Valparaiso University Press as a forum 
for informed opinion about literature, the arts, and public affairs. Periodicals 
postage paid at Valparaiso, Indiana and at additional mailing offices. 
Postmaster send address changes to The Cresset, Huegli Hall, Valparaiso 
University, 1409 Chapel Drive, Valparaiso, IN 46383-9998. 
Subscriptions: Regular subscription rates: $20.00 per year; Student/ 
Senior subscription rates: $10.00 per year; single copy: $5 .00. International 
subscriptions add $8.00. Subscribe online at www.valpo.edu/cresset. 
Letters to the Editor: Readers are encouraged to address the Editor and staff 
at cresset@valpo.edu. Letters to the Editor for publication are subject to editing 
for brevity. 
Submissions: Manuscripts should be addressed to the Editor. Authors who 
wish their manuscripts to be returned should include a self-addressed envelope 
with sufficient postage. Submissions of articles, essays, or reviews may also be 
submitted via email to cresset@valpo.edu. Poetry submissions are not accepted 
via email. For further submissions guidelines, please refer to the inside back 
cover of this journal. 
The views presented are not thereby endorsed by Valparaiso University nor are 
they intended to represent the views of the faculty and staff of the university. 
Entire contents copyrighted 2010 by the Valparaiso University Press, Valparaiso, 
Indiana 46383-9998, without whose written permission reproduction in whole or 
in part for any purpose whatsoever is expressly forbidden . 
RES SET 
Advent-Christmas • December 2010 • Volume LXXIV, No. 2 
Louis Menand 6 Graduate Education and 
the Liberal Arts 
Hal Bush 15 A Week at Quarry Farm 
Donald Heinz 23 Staging Incarnation 
PUBLIC AFFAIRS 
Tobias Winright 30 Peace to God's People and Earth 
Peter Meilaender 36 After the Election 
THE ARTS 
Christian Scharen 39 Why God Loves the Blues, Part III 
Tyler Beane 43 The Brother as The Other 
f. D. Buhl 46 The Hungry Voice 
Martha Greene Eads 49 Imagining America 
Mohsin Hamid's The 
Reluctant Fundamentalist 
RELIGION 
Thomas C. Willadsen 54 The First Nowell 
Gayle Boss 56 Epiphanied 
THE ATTIC 
0. P. Kretzmann 61 The Pilgrim 
DEPARTMENTS 
INLUCE TUA 5 
BOOKS 58 
THEATTIC 61 





f. T. Ledbetter 










The Reluctant Fundamentalist 
49 
Richard P. Church's 







RnD THE FJRTS 
2 009 WINNER 
The American University 
in a Postsecular Age 
EdiltJ by Duuglou. Jot<..oh:.cn J.nd 
Rhonda Hustcdc Jacobsen 
Ox:fc:)rd Univcrsiry Press, 1008 
2007 WINNER 
Protestanr Theology a.nd the 
Making of the Modern 
German University 
By ·n10ma~ /\lhcrt Howard 
Oxford UniverSicy Press. 2006 
200 6 WINNER 
Educating for Shalom: Essays 
on Christian Higher Education 
By Nichol'lS WohcrsrorfT 
Edited by Cbuxm:c W. JolJcr.stnO& and 
Gloria Goris Srnmk~. C.alvin \.nllct,rc 
W'illi.am B. Ecrdmam Publishing 
\.-ompany, 2004 
4 The Cresset 
Announcing the Fourth Biennial 
Lilly Fellows Frogram 
fJook Award 
The Lilly Fellows Program in Humanities and the Arts invites nominations 
for the Lilly Fellows Program Book Award. 
The biennial Lilly Fellows Program Book Award honors an orizinal and imaginative work from 
any academic discipline that best exemplifies the central ideas and principles animatinz the 
Lilly Fellows Program. These include faith and learning in the Christian intellectual tradition, 
the vocation of teaching and scholarship, and the history, theory or practice of the university 
as the site of religious inquiry and culture. 
Works under consideration should address the historical or contemporary relation of 
Christian intellectual life and scholarship to the practice of teaching as a Christian vocation or 
to the past, present, and future of higher educaUon. 
Single authored books or edited collections in any discipline, published in 2007 to 2010, are 
eligible. 
A Prize of $3000 will be awarded at the Lilly Fellows Program National Conference at Samford 
University, October 21-23,2011. 
The committee will receive nominations of academic faculty, clergy, and others. Authors or 
edjlors cannot nominate their own works. 
Nomination deadline is March 1, 2011 
For nomination procedures and further informati011, please visit: 
http:/ /www.lillyfcllows.org/ GrantsPrizcs/ 20 II LFPBookAward.aspx 
The Lilly Fellows Program in Humanities and the Arts 
The Lilly Fellows Program in Humanities and the Arts, established in 1991 , seeks to strengthen the quality and shape the 
character of church·related institutions of higher learning for the twenty· first century. 
First, it offers graduate and residential postdoctoral teaching fellowships for young scholars who wish to renew their sense of 
vocation within a Christian community of learning in order to prepare themselves for positions of educational leauership 
within church-related institutions. 
ScconJ, it maintains a collaborative National Network of Church-Rdatcu Colleges anJ Universities that sponsors a variety of 
activities and publications designed to explore the Christian character of the academic vocation and to strengthen the religious 
nature of church-related institutions. "I11e National Network represents a diversity of denominational traditions, institutional 
types, and geographical locations. 
The Lilly Fellows Program in Hum:Ulities and the Am is baseJ in Christ College, 
the interdisciplinary honors college of Valparaiso University, Valparaiso, Indiana. 
For more information, please consult the Lilly Fellows Program website at 
www.lillyfellows.org 
INLucE TuA 
In Thy Light 
A Question for Higher Education 
H IGHER EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES is changing. It has changed before, of course, but today institutions of higher 
education face an impressive array of social forces. 
These include the globalization of the economy, the 
emergence of online educational programs, changes 
in demographic trends that are making prospective 
students scarce, and budget challenges in state legis-
latures that make public funding even scarcer. 
Universities are not known for being good at 
changing quickly, but they are adjusting. Some of 
these adjustments are demanded by students who 
face shocking tuition bills and who fear mountains 
of student debt upon graduation. Since students 
today look at higher education as an investment, 
they are rightly concerned about the return it will 
provide. Will the degree they earn produce more 
income than what it will cost to get it? Incoming 
students are further aware that most of the desirable 
jobs in our economy today will require more than a 
bachelor's degree. Graduate education is more com-
monly a part of the increasingly expensive package. 
If they are to thrive-or even survive-in today's 
higher education marketplace, colleges and univer-
sities must respond to these concerns. 
For those of us who work in higher educa-
tion, many of these changes seem ominous. When 
our students are increasingly focused on choosing 
a major that will best position them in a tight job 
market, what will become of the liberal arts and our 
haughty ideal that knowledge should be pursued for 
its own sake, without regard to pecuniary rewards? 
Dread ripples through the faculty whenever we 
hear that a university has eliminated yet another 
traditional major that couldn't attract enough stu-
dents to justify its continued existence. In the past 
year, Michigan State dropped its classics major, and 
the University of Louisiana at Lafayette eliminated 
its philosophy major. This past fall, SUNY-Albany 
announced that it would eliminate several modern 
language majors, along with classics and theater. 
The idea that undergraduate education should 
be a time of self-discovery also can seem increas-
ingly quaint. As part of my professional duties, I 
advise pre-law students. Every fall, a few freshmen 
find their way to my office and ask for a detailed 
list of the exact classes they should take for the next 
four years. I tell them all roughly the same thing: 
"Go find a major that you love and will do well in. 
Make sure it's one where you have to read a lot of 
books and write a lot of papers. Two years from 
now, if you still want to be a lawyer, come see me 
then:' Some students like that answer, but lately I've 
been getting a lot of blank stares. And why should 
they like that answer? These students are paying for 
a BA that they see as a ticket to law school. If we tell 
them they aren't supposed to be preparing specifi-
cally for law school, then they are likely to ask what 
exactly all that tuition money will be going for? 
Institutions of higher education must be able to 
answer that question, and the answer must strike an 
appropriate balance between the ideals of pursuing 
wisdom and self-discovery and the practical neces-
sity of preparing students for employment in the 
modern economy. In "Graduate Education and the 
Liberal Arts:' Columbia University professor Louis 
Menand, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning book 
The Metaphysical Club (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
2001), looks at one important and changing aspect 
of this problem, the relationship between under-
graduate education and master's degree programs. 
Menand explores the history of graduate-level 
professional education in the United States and 
considers what the relationship between the liberal 
arts and professional education might look like in 
the future. 
The question is not an easy one to answer; these 
challenges will not be easy to meet. But American 
higher education has changed before, and it will 
change again as it looks for new ways to meet the 
most pressing needs of our age while maintaining 
its commitment to the search for wisdom and self-
discovery, wherever it might take us. ~ 
-!PO 
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Graduate Education and 
the Liberal Arts 
Louis Menand 
I 
AM NO BETTER AT PREDICTING THE FUTURE 
than anyone else is, and I generally try to avoid 
doing so. If I could predict the future, then my 
retirement account would be doing a lot better 
than it is. What I can try to do is what histori-
ans do, which is to predict the present. History is 
about connecting the dots such that present condi-
tions can be understood as a predictable outcome 
of past events. It is about trying to extract a logic 
from the higgledy-piggledy of data that randomly 
survive, trying to recreate the back-story of who 
we are now. 
My view about the future is that it is good to 
think of it as in our hands. If the future were not 
in our hands, there wouldn't be much purpose in 
having these discussions. We have them because 
we hope to shape the future, as opposed to hav-
ing the future shape us. And in starting from the 
belief that the future is in our hands, it is helpful 
to know how the conditions in which we find our-
selves came to be. 
Most human beings, of course, take current 
conditions to be natural. They tend to think that 
the way things are is either the way they have 
always been or the way they are supposed to be. 
For some people, "current conditions" mean the 
conditions that obtained when they were in high 
school. But it is the same idea: people tend to 
have some conception of the way things ought to 
be that is based on some experience of the way 
things either are right now or were once in their 
own lives. 
Academics, of course, are trained to see the 
way things are as contingent. Most of us can 
appreciate this fact in the abstract. What is harder 
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for us sometimes is seeing why things are the way 
they contingently are. And this is especially true 
for the conditions of our own professional life, our 
role as people who work in universities. This may 
sound odd, to say that academics find it especially 
difficult to grasp the contingent character of pres-
ent professional arrangements. But this is true of 
any professional and any profession, and the rea-
son is that professionals are socialized into those 
arrangements. That is the essence of professional 
training. We internalize the norms that inform 
our practices. We really couldn't do our jobs if we 
did not. 
This is what often makes it difficult for us 
to countenance challenges to those norms. It 
is part of the tuna fish salad syndrome-the 
realization you first have in childhood that not 
everyone's mother makes tuna fish salad the way 
your mother makes it. This can be a very unset-
tling experience, even vertiginous, the first time it 
happens. Sensitive children have been known to 
throw up on discovering, for example, bits of cel-
ery in their best friend's mother's tuna fish salad. 
It is a look into the abyss. We professors are made 
of tougher stuff, of course. But it is helpful to see 
that the system in which we work is the way it is 
for certain reasons, since that helps us to decide 
whether those reasons are still relevant. 
The modern system ofhigher education in the 
United States emerged in the fifty years between 
the Civil War and the First World War. You could 
even say that the system was invented in those 
years, so completely did it supplant what had been 
there before. One thing that strikes you looking 
back at that period was the role played by a small 
group of individuals-university presidents. They 
were Titans in their world. They had power, and 
they used it. Some built institutions from noth-
ing: Daniel Gilman at Johns Hopkins, William 
Rainey Harper at Chicago, David Starr Jordan at 
Stanford, G. Stanley Hall at Clark. Others com-
pletely transformed existing institutions: Nicholas 
Murray Butler at Columbia, Timothy Dwight at 
Yale, James Angell at the University of Michigan. 
Twenty-first century university presidents, who 
have so little control over the academic missions 
of their institutions, must look back at those men 
and weep bitter tears of frustra-
tion. Of these Titans, the first, 
the longest-serving, and, for our 
purposes, the most important 
was Charles William Eliot, of 
Harvard. 
Eliot became president of 
Harvard in 1869. His academic 
field was chemistry, but he was 
not a particularly accomplished 
chemist. In fact, he had resigned 
from the Harvard faculty in 
1863 after being passed over for 
a new chair in chemistry. When 
the Harvard Overseers chose 
him, he was working at what 
many at the time would have 
regarded as a vocational school, 
the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. The Overseers were 
taking a radical step. Eliot's appointment consti-
tuted recognition that American higher education 
was changing, and that Harvard was in danger of 
losing its prestige. Harvard picked Eliot because it 
wanted to be reformed. Eliot did not disappoint. 
He was inaugurated in the fall of 1869, and he 
served for forty years. 
By the time he retired, Eliot had become iden-
tified with almost everything that distinguishes 
the modern research university from the ante-
bellum college: the abandonment of the role of 
in loco parentis, the abolition of required course-
work, the introduction of the elective system for 
undergraduates, the establishment of graduate 
schools with doctoral programs in the arts and 
sciences, and the emergence of pure and applied 
research as principal components of the univer-
sity's mission. Eliot played a prominent part in all 
these developments. He was, after all, a prominent 
figure at a prominent school. 
But he was not their originator. Other col-
leges instituted many of these reforms well before 
Harvard did. Yale had been awarding doctorates 
since 1861, for example, and the trend toward 
applied research was kicked off by the Morrill 
Land-Grant College Act, passed by the wartime 
Congress in 1862. The reform that Eliot was most 
closely associated with was the elective system: 
by 1899 he had gotten rid of all 
required courses for Harvard 
undergraduates except first-year 
English and a foreign language 
requirement. Cornell and Brown, 
however, had tried free elec-
tive curricula well before Eliot. 
(Until his appointment, Eliot had 
actually been somewhat dubi-
ous of electives; he seems to have 
changed his mind, partly because 
of his own reflections on the 
advantages of an elective system, 
but possibly because a commit-
tee of the Harvard Overseers had 
drawn up a report recommend-
ing more of them before he was 
hired.) 
So Eliot's role was to some 
extent reactive. He was a quick 
student of trends and an aggressive implementer 
of change. He adopted a "there's a new sheriff in 
town" attitude toward his faculty (an attitude that 
has not always proved effective among presidents 
at Harvard). But he did bring one original and 
revolutionary idea with him when he came into 
office. This was to make the bachelor's degree a 
prerequisite for admission to professional school. 
It may seem a minor reform, but it was pos-
sibly the key element in the transformation of 
American higher education in the decades after 
the Civil War. 
Before Eliot, students could choose between 
college and professional school-law, medicine, 
and science, which in the nineteenth century 
was taught in a school separate from the college 
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(as at MIT, for example). Harvard had its own 
science school, called the Lawrence Scientific 
School. In 1869, Eliot's first year as president, half 
of the students at Harvard Law School and nearly 
three-quarters of the students at Harvard Medical 
School had not attended college and did not hold 
undergraduate degrees. 
These were, comparatively, respectable num-
bers. Only nineteen of the 411 medical students 
at the University of Michigan, and none of the 
387 law students there, had prior degrees of any 
kind. There were no admissions requirements at 
Harvard Law School, beyond evidence of "good 
character" and the ability to pay the hundred dol-
lars tuition, which went into the pockets of the 
Eliot insisted on keeping liberal 
education separate from professional 
and vocational education. He 
thought that utility should be stressed 
everywhere in the professional schools 
but nowhere in the college. 
law professors. There were no grades or exams, 
and students often left before the end of the two-
year curriculum to go to work. They received their 
degrees on schedule anyway. Standards at medical 
schools were only a little less amorphous. To get 
an MD at Harvard, students were obliged to take 
a ninety-minute oral examination, during which 
nine students rotated among nine professors, all 
sitting in one large room, spending ten minutes 
with each. When the ninety minutes were up, a 
bell was sounded, and the professors, without 
consulting one another, marked pass or fail for 
their fields on a chalkboard. Any student who 
passed five of the nine fields became a doctor. 
Eliot considered the situation scandalous. 
He published an article about it in The Atlantic 
Monthly in 1869, just a few months before being 
offered the presidency, and that article was almost 
certainly a factor in the decision to appoint him. 
Harvard wanted a reformer because there was 
alarming evidence in the 1860s that college enroll-
8 The Cresset 
ments were in decline, and the existence of an easy 
professional school option was one of the reasons. 
Once installed, Eliot immediately set about insti-
tuting admission and graduation requirements 
at Harvard's schools of medicine, law, divinity, 
and science, and forcing those schools to develop 
meaningful curricula. It took some time: a bache-
lor's degree was not required for admission to the 
Harvard Medical School until1900. 
Eliot had two goals in mind: one was to raise 
the value of the professional degree, but the other 
was to save the college from going out of busi-
ness. His reform had several long-term effects on 
American education and American society. To 
begin with, it professionalized the professions. It 
erected a hurdle on what had been a fairly smooth 
path, compelling future doctors and lawyers to 
commit to four years of liberal education before 
entering what are, essentially, professional certifi-
cation programs. This made the professions more 
selective and thereby raised the social status of 
law, medicine, and science and engineering. Law 
students were no longer teenagers looking for a 
shortcut to a comfortable career; they were col-
lege graduates, required to demonstrate that they 
had acquired specific kinds of knowledge. People 
who could not clear the hurdles could not advance 
to practice. Eliot's reform helped put universities 
in the exclusive business of credentialing profes-
sionals. 
The emergence of pure research as part of 
the university's mission-the notion that profes-
sors should be paid to produce work that might 
have no practical application-was a develop-
ment that Eliot had relatively little enthusiasm for. 
He believed in the importance of undergraduate 
teaching-as a champion of electives, he always 
insisted that the subject was less important than 
the teacher-and he believed in the social value 
of professional schools. But he was too utilitarian 
to believe in research whose worth could not be 
measured in the marketplace, and Harvard did not 
formally establish a graduate school in arts and 
sciences until 1890, which was rather late in the 
history of graduate education. The push toward 
doctoral-level education came from elsewhere. 
Still, as Eliot quickly realized, graduate 
schools perform the same function as professional 
schools. Doctoral programs, and the requirement 
that college teachers hold a PhD, professionalized 
the professoriate. The standards for scholar-
ship, like the standards for law and medicine, 
became systematized: everyone had to clear the 
same hurdles and to demonstrate competence in 
a scholarly specialty. People who could not clear 
the hurdles, or who had never joined the race, 
were pushed to the margins of their fields. The 
late-nineteenth-century university was really (to 
adopt a mid-twentieth-century term) a multiver-
sity; it had far less coherence than the antebellum 
college, since it was essentially a conglomeration 
of non-overlapping specialties. 
But Eliot's reform also saved the liberal arts 
college. In 1870, one out of every sixty men 
between eighteen and twenty-one years old was a 
college student; by 1900, one out of every twenty-
five was in college. Eliot understood that in an 
expanding nation, social and economic power 
would pass to people who, regardless of birth and 
inheritance, possessed specialized expertise. If a 
liberal education remained an optional luxury 
for these people, then the college would wither 
away. 
By making college the gateway to the profes-
sions, Eliot linked the college to the rising fortunes 
of this new professional class. But he also enabled 
college to preserve its anti-utilitarian ethos in an 
increasingly secular and utilitarian age. For Eliot 
insisted on keeping liberal education separate 
from professional and vocational education. He 
thought that utility should be stressed everywhere 
in the professional schools but nowhere in the 
college. The collegiate ideal, he explained in his 
Atlantic Monthly article, is "the enthusiastic study 
of subjects for the love of them without any ulte-
rior objects:' College is about knowledge for its 
own sake-hence the free elective system, which 
let students roam across the curriculum without 
being shackled to the requirements of a major. 
Effectively, Eliot struck a bargain: professional 
schools would require a bachelor's degree for 
admission. In return, colleges would not provide 
pre-professional instruction. The college curric-
ulum would be non-vocational. And this is the 
system we have inherited: liberalization first, then 
professionalization. The two types of education 
are kept separate. We can call this dispensation 
Eliot's bargain. It has proved remarkably durable. 
Where do master's programs fit into this system? The answer seems to be that for most of the history of American 
higher education, nobody really gave that ques-
tion much thought. The master's degree evolved 
more or less under the academic radar, and this 
explains a lot of its characteristics. 
There is a prehistory of the modern master's 
degree-Harvard awarded master's degrees in 
the seventeenth century-but that need not con-
cern us. The modern master's degree emerged in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century as a 
credential for teachers. In the beginning, when 
there were far fewer doctorates, the master's 
degree could qualify the recipient for a univer-
sity teaching appointment. By the 1920s, though, 
the master's degree was earned either as a cre-
dential for secondary school teaching, or as a 
way-station, or consolation prize, in PhD pro-
grams. And around that time, in the 1920s, new 
master's programs started to appear in fields 
unrelated to the liberal arts and sciences: agri-
culture, art, business, city planning, engineering, 
forestry, music, pharmacy, public health, and 
social work. 
Over the course of the first half of the twen-
tieth century, enrollment in master's programs 
tracked enrollment in higher education as a 
whole. That is, the number of master's degrees 
awarded increased at the same rate as the numbers 
of baccalaureates and doctorates. This changed 
after 1945. Between the 1940s and the 1960s, the 
number of master's degrees awarded tripled; the 
number of institutions offering master's degrees 
doubled. Still, the numbers are relatively small. 
The big jump came after 1970, and this is when 
the current landscape started to emerge. 
Three things happened after 1970. First, there 
was a rapid increase in the number of master's 
degrees. Between 1970 and 1990, there was a 48 
percent rise in the number of degrees awarded 
annually. More than half the master's degrees ever 
awarded in the entire history of American higher 
education up to 1990 were awarded in that twenty-
year period. Keep in mind that this was a period, 
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after 1970, when undergraduate enrollment, after 
doubling in the 1960s, was relatively flat. 
Second, after 1970, new master's programs 
were created in many fields. These include applied 
anthropology, applied history, applied philosophy, 
environmental studies, urban problems, health 
care for the aged, genetic counseling, aviary med-
icine, international marketing, dental hygiene, 
physical therapy, building construction, and 
advertising management. It was in this period, 
between 1970 and 1990, that the master's degree 
became overwhelmingly a terminal professional 
degree, with business and education the leading 
fields. By 1989, half of all master's degrees were 
in those two fields. Only 16 percent were in the 
liberal arts and sciences. 
Finally, this was a period of curricular and 
pedagogical innovation within master's programs. 
Programs became less research -centered, a shift 
manifested by the elimination in many programs 
of a thesis requirement. Technologies were devel-
oped to enable distance learning. And programs 
became more interdisciplinary, for the fields in 
terminal master's programs tend not to map on to 
traditional academic disciplines. They tend to be 
interdisciplinary almost by definition. 
There are a number of explanations for this 
expansion. A common one is the transformation 
of the American economy into an information 
and knowledge-based economy, a development 
that raised the demand for better-educated 
workers. Another is the growing need of univer-
sities for researchers and for teaching assistants. 
Master's students, like PhD students, provide this 
labor cheaply. And advanced degree programs 
are a reflection partly of institutions' desire to 
enhance their profiles by adding graduate pro-
grams and partly of professions' desire to enhance 
their profiles by requiring a post-baccalaureate 
degree for entrance. The bulk of the expansion 
in American higher education between 1945 and 
1970 had been in the public sector. Adding mas-
ter's programs gave state colleges a bigger profile 
within the system as a whole. It not only increased 
enrollment figures, it produced alumni with pro-
fessional careers. In institutions without doctoral 
programs, master's programs might also consti-
tute an asset in faculty recruitment. 
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Concern about the master's degree has been 
expressed in official academic circles as far back 
as 1909. For much of the twentieth century, the 
dominant complaints had to do, first, with the 
lack of consistency among master's programs, 
and, second, with the belief that master's pro-
grams are less rigorous than doctoral programs, 
even that the teaching in these programs is often 
effectively at an undergraduate level. 
On the first point, there is an unusual degree 
of differentiation among master's programs in 
terms of requirements for the degree. Virtually 
every doctoral program requires a dissertation, 
some in the form of monographs and others in 
the form of scholarly articles. Some master's pro-
grams require a thesis, but most do not, and the 
nature of requirements differs widely. This incon-
sistency has troubled university administrators. 
And the fact that the typical master's student is 
different from the typical doctoral student, tend-
ing to be older and in many cases part-time, has 
contributed to the impression that master's pro-
grams are not academically rigorous. 
How valid are these concerns? In the 1980s, 
the Council of Graduate Schools sponsored a 
study of master's programs. The study was run 
from the Center for Educational Research at the 
University of Wisconsin, and it involved surveys 
of hundreds of students, faculty, and administra-
tors. The report was published as a book by Johns 
Hopkins University Press in 1993. I think it is fair 
to say that the three authors of the report were 
surprised by the results of their survey. 
In recording the perspectives of those 
directly involved in master's educa-
tion-including students, alumni, and 
employers as well as faculty and adminis-
trators-we came to understand that the 
experiences these individuals had with 
master's education were, for the most 
part, very positive and inconsistent with 
the largely negative views of master's edu-
cation portrayed in the literature. Despite 
being relegated by some of the educators 
we interviewed to second-class status, we 
conclude that master's education in the 
United States has been a silent success-
for degree holders, for employers, for 
society in general.... 
Throughout the study, we were often 
impressed-sometimes even aston-
ished-by the extent to which students, 
program alumni, and faculty valued their 
master's experiences .... 
Equally important, we learned that 
there are important social benefits asso-
ciated with master's education-benefits 
that have been largely invisible in the 
literature and to many people in higher 
education .... 
Many students and alumni told us 
that their master's education greatly 
enhanced their knowledge and under-
standing, sharpened their ability to 
connect theory and professional prac-
tice, developed a big-picture perspective, 
refined their analytic ability, made them 
more critical questioners of knowledge, 
and honed their communication and 
professional practice skills. 1 
You don't see prose like that very often in the aca-
demic literature on higher education. 
Since 1990, the number of master's degrees 
has continued to increase at a rate that outpaces 
both bachelor's degrees and first professional 
degrees, such as JDs. Between 1990 and 2000, the 
number of master's degrees increased by 39 per-
cent. In the next seven years, between 2001 and 
2008, it increased by another 33 percent. In that 
latter period, the number of bachelor's degrees 
increased by only 25 percent; the number of 
first professional degrees by only 14 percent. 
There was a striking rise in the number of PhDs, 
though, which has now turned into a profes-
sional disaster. The increase in PhDs between 
2000 and 2008 was 42 percent. On the other 
hand, in 2007-2008, there were almost ten times 
as many master's degrees as PhDs awarded, and 
more than six times as many master's degrees as 
first professional degrees. There were almost as 
many master's degrees awarded in 2007-2008 as 
there were associate's degrees. Master's programs 
constitute a big chunk of the higher education 
system. 
As this history suggests, master's programs 
have a number of characteristics that are not only 
different from the characteristics of bachelor's 
and doctoral programs, but that can seem an om-
alous and even inappropriate and sub-academic. 
We've noted that master's students are demo-
graphically nontraditional. They tend to be older. 
Their graduate education is often not full-time; it 
is not the immersion experience that most PhD 
programs are. There is more use of distance learn-
ing technology and less emphasis on academic 
Master's programs run against the 
institutional grain of mainstream 
academia. They grew up, so to 
speak, between the cracks of the 
divide between undergraduate and 
graduate education that we inherited 
from the nineteenth century, 
and they developed more or less 
autonomously, a derivative of neither. 
research. And, of course, there is a much tighter 
fit between educational programs and career 
opportunities. The ethic of disinterestedness that 
is the core feature of undergraduate and gradu-
ate education in the liberal arts and sciences in 
America is less prominent in master's programs. 
There are, of course, well-established and popular 
master's programs in the liberal arts and sciences, 
notably Masters of Arts in Liberal Studies. But the 
growth and proliferation of master's programs 
was mainly a response to the needs of professions 
and employers, in business and in government. 
It is important to see, I think, that master's 
programs would not work unless they maintained 
these characteristics. The non-traditional nature 
of the programs gives them something that under-
graduate and doctoral programs notoriously lack: 
nimbleness. This is a stratum of the educational 
system that can respond quickly to student and 
market demand. The return on investment is 
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readily calculated in a way that it is manifestly 
not for liberal arts education. Master's programs 
run against the institutional grain of mainstream 
academia. They grew up, so to speak, between the 
cracks of the divide between undergraduate and 
graduate education that we inherited from the 
nineteenth century, and they developed more or 
less autonomously, a derivative of neither. The 
report of the Council of Graduate Schools study 
was called A Silent Success. That is why the master's 
program is the celery in the traditional academic's 
tuna fish salad. 
W
as Eliot's bargain a devil's bargain? 
Eliot's reform left a question mark in 
the undergraduate experience. What, 
if nothing they were learning was intended to 
have real-world utility, were undergraduates sup-
posed to learn? The free elective system that Eliot 
instituted at Harvard basically said, "It doesn't 
matter; you will learn what you really need to 
know in graduate school:' And abuses of the free 
elective system, a problem that was much debated 
in higher education circles in the late nineteenth 
century, led to a reaction against it after the turn of 
the century and the institution of the undergradu-
ate major. But the idea that liberal education is by 
its nature divorced from professional or vocational 
education persisted. 
This separation is one of the chief character-
istics of elite institutions of higher learning. In a 
system that associates college with the ideals of 
the love of learning and knowledge for its own 
sake, a curriculum designed with real-world goals 
in mind seems utilitarian, instrumentalist, voca-
tional, presentist, anti-intellectual, and illiberal. 
Those are words that trigger the academic auto-
immune system. 
Since these terms might characterize ter-
minal master's degree programs, let us consider 
them for a moment. There is a little self-deception 
in complaints about vocationalism, since there 
is one vocation, after all, for which a liberal 
education is not only useful but is deliberately 
designed: the vocation of professor. The under-
graduate major is essentially a preparation for 
graduate work in the field, which leads to a pro-
fessional position. The major is set up in such a 
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way that the students who receive the top marks 
are the ones who show the greatest likelihood of 
going on to graduate school and becoming pro-
fessors themselves. 
And it seems strange to accuse any educational 
program of being instrumentalist. Knowledge just 
is instrumental: it puts us into a different relation-
ship with the world. And it is what is going on in 
the world that makes colleges need continually to 
redefine what they do. Faculty in liberal arts col-
leges always need to ask, "Are we preparing our 
students for the world they are about to face?'' If 
the faculty thinks that a curriculum in which stu-
dents spend most of four years being trained in an 
academic specialty is not going to do it, then they 
usually try to implement a set of general educa-
tion requirements that ensure that all students will 
receive some education that prepares them for life 
in the twenty-first century. 
Liberal education today does face a danger, 
and it is the same as the danger it faced in Eliot's 
day: that it will be marginalized by the prolifera-
tion, and the attraction, of non -liberal alternatives. 
There are data to support this anxiety. Most of the 
roughly 2,500 four-year colleges in the United 
States award less than half of their degrees in 
the liberal arts. Even in the leading research uni-
versities, only about half the bachelor's degrees 
are awarded in liberal arts fields. The biggest 
undergraduate major by far in the United States 
is business. Twenty-two percent of all bachelor's 
degrees are awarded in that field. Ten percent of 
all bachelor's degrees are awarded in education. 
Seven percent are awarded in the health profes-
sions. Those are not liberal arts fields. There are 
almost twice as many bachelor's degrees conferred 
every year in social work as there are in all foreign 
languages and literatures combined. Only 4 per-
cent of college graduates major in English. Just 2 
percent major in history. In fact, the proportion 
of undergraduate degrees awarded annually in 
the liberal arts and sciences has been declining 
for a hundred years, apart from a brief rise dur-
ing the great expansion between 1955 and 1970. 
Except for those fifteen exceptional years, the 
more American higher education has expanded, 
the more the liberal arts sector has shrunk in pro-
portion to the whole. 
The instinctive response of liberal educators is 
to pull up the drawbridge, to preserve the college's 
separateness at any price. But maybe this is not 
the most intelligent strategy. What are the liberal 
arts and sciences? They are simply fields in which 
knowledge is pursued disinterestedly-that is, 
without regard to political, economic, or practical 
benefit. Disinterestedness doesn't mean that the 
professor is equally open to any view. Professors 
are hired because they have views about their sub-
jects that exclude other views. Disinterestedness 
just means that whatever views a professor holds, 
they have been arrived at unconstrained, or as 
unconstrained as possible, by anything except the 
requirement of honesty. 
But disinterestedness has its uses. What 
does liberal education teach? I think basically 
three things. The first is methods of inquiry. 
Undergraduate liberal education teaches students 
how to assemble, interpret, and evaluate data. The 
methods range from statistics to hermeneutics. 
Second, a lot of liberal education is historical. As 
we were discussing earlier, liberal education gives 
students the back-story of present arrangements, 
and in a way that allows them to appreciate the 
contingent nature of those arrangements, and so 
see possibilities for change. It helps them see, ide-
ally, that the future is in their hands. And finally, 
a great deal of liberal education is theoretical or 
philosophical. It helps students apprehend the 
structure of assumptions that underwrite our 
practices. 
Professional schools teach methods of 
inquiry (though one wonders how much stu-
dents in law school learn about hermeneutics) . 
But they do not teach historically or theoretically. 
The purpose of professional education-and this 
includes doctoral education in the liberal arts and 
sciences-is to deliberalize students. It is to get 
them to think within the channels of the profes-
sion, not to achieve a critical distance on those 
channels. The aim of law school, as law professors 
will all tell you, is to teach students how to think 
like lawyers. 
But we don't need to keep the peas of liberal 
education from mixing with the mashed potatoes 
of professional training. Liberal education is enor-
mously useful in its anti-utilitarianism. Almost 
any liberal arts field can be made non-liberal 
by turning it in the direction of some practical 
skill with which it is already associated. English 
departments can become writing programs, even 
publishing programs; pure mathematics can 
become applied mathematics, even engineer-
ing; sociology shades into social work; biology 
shades into medicine; political science and social 
theory lead to law and political administration; 
and so on. But conversely, and more importantly, 
any practical field can be made liberal simply 
by teaching it historically or theoretically. Many 
economics departments refuse to offer courses in 
accounting, despite student demand for them. It 
Liberal education today does face 
a danger, and it is the same as 
the danger it faced in Eliot's day: 
that it will be marginalized by the 
proliferation, and the attraction, of 
non -liberal alternatives. 
is felt that accounting is not a liberal art. Maybe 
not, but one must always remember the immortal 
dictum: Garbage is garbage, but the history of gar-
bage is scholarship. Accounting is a trade, but the 
history of accounting is a subject of disinterested 
inquiry-a liberal art. And the accountant who 
knows something about the history of account-
ing will be a better accountant. That knowledge 
pays off in the marketplace. Similarly, future law-
yers benefit from learning about the philosophical 
aspects of the law, just as literature majors learn 
more about poetry by writing poems. 
This gives a clue to the value-added potential of 
liberal education. Historical and theoretical knowl-
edge is knowledge that helps students unearth the 
a prioris buried in present assumptions; it shows 
students the man behind the curtain; it provides 
a glimpse of what is outside the box. It encour-
ages students to think for themselves. The goal of 
teaching students to think for themselves is not 
an empty sense of self-satisfaction. The goal is to 
enable students, after they leave college, to make 
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a more enlightened contribution to the common 
good. 
Master's degree programs that are situated 
within institutions with a liberal arts faculty 
therefore ought to ensure that the special per-
spectives that liberal education provides be part 
of their curricula. I don't think of these perspec-
tives as humanizing the material. I think of them 
as enhancing the value of what is learned, of giv-
ing students a perspective that mere professional 
training does not normally provide. I think it 
makes us better professionals 
And ideally, undergraduate education in lib-
eral arts colleges can benefit from some explicit 
attention to practical and real-world issues, as well. 
The divorce between liberalism and professional-
ism as educational missions rests on a superstition: 
that the practical is the enemy of the true. This is 
nonsense. Disinterestedness is perfectly consis-
tent with practical learning, and practical learning 
is perfectly consistent with disinterestedness. We 
will not get hives if we try to bring these missions 
of higher education into closer alliance. 
I want to raise one further issue. This is the 
issue of academic freedom. The principle of aca-
demic freedom was established in the United States 
by the founding of the American Association of 
University Professors, by John Dewey and Arthur 
Lovejoy, in 1915. The AAUP was a response to 
precisely those presidential Titans who put the 
modern American research university on the 
world map. It was designed to protect faculty from 
the power of people like David Starr Jordan and 
Nicholas Murray Butler. 
Academic freedom does not mean that every-
thing professors say is given equal standing. This 
is manifestly not the case. The academic profes-
sion is all about separating the worthwhile from 
the worthless-that is what we spend much of our 
time doing-and there are many legitimate ways 
to reward the former and penalize the latter. The 
essence of the principle of academic freedom is 
faculty self-governance. Academic freedom means 
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that only faculty get to determine what is worth-
less and what is not. Faculty set the requirements 
for graduation. Faculty set the criteria for entrance 
into the academic profession. Faculty decide on 
the curriculum. The academic mission of the col-
lege or university is the faculty's business. 
It is crucial, therefore, that the faculty feels 
that it has authority over any academic program 
that its institution offers. Nimbleness is a problem 
for faculty governance. Faculties are not nimble. 
So governance can be a problem when programs 
are designed to adjust swiftly to market forces, or 
when they use part-time faculty or practitioner-
professors, or when student or employer demand 
influences requirements and curricula. Faculty 
may not always be the most efficient governors 
of academic programs. But the first rule of aca-
demic administration is that you have to play with 
the cards that are in the deck. Universities are not 
corporations: their bottom line is the intellectual 
integrity of their product. It is the business of the 
faculty to ensure it. That is what we are here for. t 
Louis Menand is the Anne T. and Robert 
M. Bass Professor of English at Harvard 
University. His book The Metaphysical Club 
(Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2001) won the 
Pulitzer Prize. This essay is based on his 
lecture to the Valparaiso University Faculty 
Workshop on 20 August 2010. 
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A Week at Quarry Farm 
Hal Bush 
Whose woods these are I think I know ... 
The hills are lovely, dark and deep, 
I have no promises to keep, 
And nowhere to go before I sleep, 
And nowhere to go before I sleep ... 
(with apologies to RF) 
T
O GET TO QUARRY FARM, YOU HEAD OUT OF 
Elmira, accelerating up the old Watercure 
Hill Road, over cratered asphalt heavily 
weathered by the cold winters, through old for-
est and tangled weeds growing as high as camels; 
then take a sharp left onto Crane Road and toward 
the top of an overlook into the scenic Chemung 
River Valley several miles below. Up here, one 
is perched over a glorious scene: though not 
precisely mountainous, the massive geological 
features in the distance seem too pronounced to 
be called mere hills by my southern Indiana sen-
sibilities. On the horizon I count five or even six 
layers of further hill-mountains, in varying shades 
of smoky blue and purple, scattered onward into 
the distance, usually graced as well with layers of 
mist and cloud. Among those layers somewhere 
is the distant border into Pennsylvania, though I 
don't know where; I just know that I can see into 
the next state, because the natives have told me 
so. 
Nestled into the tiny valley below them is the 
mid-sized town of Elmira, home of the well-to-do 
Langdon clan of pre-Civil War days, one of whom, 
Jervis Langdon's pretty and petite daughter Olivia 
(or Livy), after a very long series of events and a 
rather charming courtship ritual mostly played 
out in letters, agreed to marry one Sam Clemens 
of Missouri. In 1867 Sam had met Livy's brother 
Charley on a long ocean voyage to Europe and 
the Holy Land and had been shown a miniature 
portrait of Charley's beautiful sister. As the story 
goes, Sam fell in love on the spot with Livy, right 
then and there aboard the ship as it was anchored 
in the Mediterranean Sea at the Bay of Smyrna. 
As one critic has put it, Livy was the beauty who 
tamed the ornery beast from the Wild West. 
I feel honored to be invited here, in late sum-
mer of2009, as a "Quarry Farm Fellow": entrusted 
with the keys and allowed to sleep for seven days 
on the very premises where Twain, Livy, and their 
three rambunctious daughters summered for over 
twenty years. During those warm, idyllic months 
in the 1870s and 80s, Mark Twain, utterly freed 
from the rigors of platform touring or the various 
other business and authorial duties that constantly 
surrounded him back in Hartford, felt released to 
do much of his most famous and influential writ-
ing. His sister-in-law Susan Crane had built for 
him the famous octagonal study, now situated 
down the hill smack dab in the middle of the 
campus of Elmira College. Back in those halcyon 
days, Twain's study, where he would go early in 
the morning and return at dinner time, sat some 
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two hundred yards or so further on up the hill, 
away from the house, with its general hubbub, the 
boisterous games of the girls, the various activi-
ties of cooking, cleaning, gardening, sewing, and 
the chit chat of the extended family (including the 
cats, who often spoke in the tales the father spun 
for his daughters). There in that octagon Sam sat, 
penning long sections of some 
of the most dazzling works of 
the American spirit-most of 
the ones by which his acclaim 
continues to this day, the ones 
I need not even name. 
This past year, as count-
less commemorations have 
taken place throughout the 
land in honor of the one-
hundred-year anniversary of 
his death in April, 1910, it is 
good that we take a moment 
to consider Mark Twain's 
achievements a century 
later. Many were the fruit of 
Quarry Farm, and the best 
place to catch the spirit of this 
historic place is on the mas-
sive, tiled front porch of the 
house, where the old rocking 
chairs are painted white, and 
the verdant lawn sweeps away 
like a large royal carpet rolled down the distant 
slope. (Granted, the porch was greatly expanded 
in the 1880s, and was originally wooden, but it 
still just feels right, very nineteenth-century.) 
Twain had one of the most formative experiences 
of his adult life on the porch: his encounter with 
his African American cook Mary Ann Cord, the 
one recorded "word for word" in the tale entitled 
"A True Story;' about the struggles she met as an 
ex-slave and mother whose son was lost and then 
restored to her during the course of the Civil War. 
The narration of Mary's woeful tale took place 
right out here, on the steps leading up onto the 
porch, where each morning I take my coffee and 
read aloud from the dusty old volumes still in the 
shelves of the front parlors. 
Reading aloud is one of the lost arts of the 
American nineteenth century, unfortunately. 
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After a daylong struggle to write chapters for his 
latest book, hidden away in the monastic study 
built just for him and his concentration, Twain 
would stroll back down the hill, to read aloud to 
his family his newly-penned compositions that 
evening after supper. It was both an entertain-
ment and a testing out of his plots and language. 
So Twain spent his evenings 
reading the day's work, often 
on that same porch: first 
drafts of Tom Sawyer, Life 
on the Mississippi, The Prince 
and the Pauper, and vari-
ous tales and sketches. He 
gloried in the civilized gen-
tility of the Victorian family 
that hung on his every word. 
And despite those closing 
words of Huckleberry Finn, 
when Huck tells us he wants 
out of civilization ("I been 
there before"), by the time 
Mark Twain came under the 
sway of the Lang dons, he did 
indeed wish to learn from 
the experts what it meant to 
be civilized. It was precisely 
at that moment in his life that 
Twain might have agreed 
with something Marilynne 
Robinson wrote over a century later in her mas-
terpiece Gilead: "I miss civilization, and I want 
it back:' As it turned out, those restful times up 
there on Crane Road were the happiest and most 
"civilized" days of his life. 
An emblem of the genteel, socially Christian 
civilization that Twain was in fact secretly long-
ing for is this place in which I am now encamped, 
Quarry Farm, comfortably seated here on top of 
a luxuriant hill above Elmira. Directionally, it's 
the story of a southern boy who longed to be wel-
comed into a northern family; but it is also the 
story of a western boy wanting to break into the 
elite companies of the East. Either way, there were 
some tough hierarchical geographies confronting 
Sam. Even today, many Americans wrestle with 
similar directional insecurities and arrogances at 
work in their own lives (including me, an aging 
hayseed from the Hoosier State). It's probably 
not an overstatement to say that Mark Twain was 
plagued by assorted anxieties throughout his adult 
life, among which both his southerness and west-
erness counted very highly as some of the most 
prominent. From up here on top of what's known 
locally as East Hill, Twain would have sat on the 
porch looking vaguely both south and west, as if 
to study those former haunts of his from the staid 
and secure Northeast. 
My week here at Quarry Farm com-menced on a Saturday night in the dog days of August -dog days back in St. 
Louis, that is, which is my home most of the year. 
I was in attendance at the quadrennial "State of 
Mark Twain Studies" conference, hosted by Elmira 
College for four days every four years, and featur-
ing most of the top Twain scholars from America 
and around the world, with a few literary stars 
thrown in (Russell Banks, Hal Holbrook) . As I 
boarded my plane in St. Louis early on Thursday 
morning the sixth, the weather was humid and 
tipping near a hundred degrees, but once I landed 
and arrived here, those dogs had been muzzled 
and trained-it was a breezy eighty degrees with 
little humidity. The dorms they stationed us in 
were not air-conditioned, so the dips into the low 
sixties at night were a blessed relief. Already I felt 
welcomed and encouraged by Mother Nature's 
respite in the tangled terrain of what's called 
locally the "Southern Tier;' meaning the counties 
west of the Catskills that border Pennsylvania to 
the south. I know Twain felt similar respite, as he 
hurried away from the dismal Hartford heat. 
Three days of academic panels, plenary lec-
tures, exhibitions, and an assortment of good 
food and Finger Lakes wine (they produce some 
nice, crisp, dry Rieslings and Chardonnays up in 
these parts) led inevitably to the final evening of 
the conference proper: an elaborate barbeque on 
the grounds of Quarry Farm itself, served under 
tents, picnic style. Much of it was food Twain 
would have loved: grilled chicken, ribs, macaroni 
salad, greens, corn bread, corn on the cob, and 
lots of cold beer. Guitars, mandolins, and a banjo 
made appearances, and songs were heard echoing 
through the woods. The skies deepened first into 
a pinkish glow, then blues and purples. Finally, 
it was time to head up the hill to the location of 
Mark Twain's study: a tradition of the conference, 
a benediction of sorts. 
Several dozen of us stood in a large set of 
concentric circles. Cigars were brought out and 
lighted in the darkness. Soon enough, a few of 
us began to sing old songs, ones that Mark Twain 
might have enjoyed listening to, and some of 
which he even sang himself: "Swing Low, Sweet 
Chariot"; "The Circle Will Be Unbroken:' Finally, 
after some minor prompting, Hal Holbrook 
agreed to tell some stories about his meetings, 
late in their lives, with Clara and Nina, the lone 
surviving daughter and granddaughter of Sam 
Clemens's clan. Mr. Holbrook was gracious and 
spoke with elan and poignancy, especially about 
Nina's alcoholic haze and despondency at the end 
of her rather lonely life, having long been aban-
cloned by her feisty mother. Nina died in a dingy 
motel near Hollywood, having sold much of her 
birthright to a gambler. It was a very sad way for 
the living descendents of Mark Twain to pass into 
the oblivion of history, one that would have bro-
ken his heart, if indeed it were possible for that 
old tired heart to be broken yet again. 
"The Circle Will Be Unbroken" was a particu-
larly apt tune, I think. The professional society 
of which we are all members is, in fact, called 
The Mark Twain Circle. We stood on that hilltop 
in the dark, puffing our stogies, in loose circles 
within circles, pledging to one another that we 
might return here four years hence, to reenact our 
fondness for this great American icon. Let that 
circle remain unbroken, we sang. The eye is the 
first circle, said Emerson, many years ago. And 
we pledged to circle up again, come 2013. 
But as everyone else packed their bags for an 
early departure the next morning, I was simply 
relocating to that haunted farmhouse just down 
the hill, for a week's solitude. 
This morning I've been thinking about the name of the place: Quarry Farm. It's located up here next to an actual, once-productive 
limestone quarry. I spent almost fifteen years in 
southern Indiana, the limestone capital of the 
world, and I feel right at home in an area that 
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supplies massive blocks of primordial stone for the 
erection of urban edifices across North America. 
Proud, even, to be reminded of the products of my 
youthful setting. I was in Bloomington when they 
filmed Breaking Away, back in the 1970s, and if 
you haven't seen this charming, though somewhat 
dated, tale of bicycle racing, you may wish to add 
it to your Netflix queue, just so you can see those 
luminous scenes filmed at the old quarries south of 
town: deep, rectangular-shaped pits in which rain-
water accumulates and where I remember going 
to swim with some of my buddies, as depicted in 
the film, back in the days when laws were looser 
and regulation less ornery. Local legend had it 
that some of the older quarries were hundreds of 
feet deep, if not bottomless. We would leap off 
the high boulders into the cool refreshing waters, 
then climb out and do it again, then lie like snakes 
on those warmed slabs in the summer sunshine, 
carefree as Tom and Huck skipping school (which 
we did sometimes as well, though in my own 
case it was college lectures in organic chemistry, 
Heidegger, or French New Wave film). 
Those memories of the old Indiana quar-
ries and the rocks hereabouts at Quarry Farm 
have been jarred by my visits to other sites in 
the neighborhood, for I'm noticing that this 
area of New York State has some resemblance to 
the hilly hollows and bottomlands of southern 
Indiana. The greatest resemblance, though, is 
the presence of the beds of rock, which are the 
firm foundation of the region. Outcroppings are 
everywhere, as are cascading waters rushing off 
toward Lake Ontario, and the residual shale and 
sandstone that break off the gorges and gather 
at the bottoms. It's emphatically quarry coun-
try, all right, home to both ornamental stones 
and cornerstones, bluestone and soapstone. It's 
good to remember that back in the nineteenth 
century, before northeasterners had even heard 
of Yosemite or Yellowstone, most of upstate New 
York was considered to be one massive, pristine 
land of mystery and abundance, a place of dar-
ing, featuring the Adirondacks and other assorted 
glacial remains running off into the Finger Lakes: 
the very edge of savagery. Its archetypal heroes 
included Cooper's masterful Natty Bumppo-the 
mythic Leatherstocking-and his trusty sidekick 
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Chingachgook, as well as Uncas, the Last of the 
Mohicans. These legendary men, and others of 
their ilk, settled these untamed lands, blanketed 
with what Longfellow famously described in The 
Song of Hiawatha as the "primeval forest:' It's still 
possible to get a strong taste of what remains of 
that massive forest, but of course nowadays, with 
all the roads and traffic and tourists and every-
thing that goes with them, it's hard to keep in 
mind how wild this area of New York State must 
have seemed back in the 1870s. Underneath it all 
was the stone. 
Wildlife is all around: birds especially, but yes-
terday I startled a large, portly woodchuck, who 
scurried away into the undergrowth. Squirrels 
perform their acrobatics all around me as I walk 
the woods. They often include me in their inter-
family squabbles, as they scream back and forth 
like irritated neighbors in ethnic neighborhoods. 
Chipmunks streak by, always in a hurry. Deer and 
even bear are sometimes seen on the grounds of 
Quarry Farm; I suspect that 140 years ago they 
were in far greater abundance. At night, the bats 
come out, zigzagging around for their brunch. 
And then there are the mosquitoes-they seem 
to be having an abundant year, one to remember. 
Life luxuriates at Quarry Farm. 
Once Clemens wrote about Livy, "wherever 
she was, there was Eden:' Quarry Farm was an 
Edenic experience for him and his family, and 
besides the wildlife there were the many domes-
ticated creatures-horses, donkeys. Twain told 
the story of how his daughter Jean once stood 
enraptured by the cows silently munching in the 
meadow. And of course there was the Clemens's 
brood of oddly-named cats: Fraulein, Stray Kit, 
Sourmash, Blatherskite; and finally Satan, the cat 
whose name perhaps reminded them that even in 
Paradise one must be watchful. 
Paradise. That is what the family often called 
this place. Paradise evokes a sense of rest and won-
der that illuminates much of Mark Twain's greatest 
writing-that special something about being on a 
raft, for example, or those wonderful scenes in A 
Tramp Abroad where he encounters the Alps for 
the first time. Twain wrote Following the Equator, 
his final travel book, late in life, after his com-
plete financial failure forced him to undertake an 
international lecture tour for financial reasons. 
Despite all the past and coming storms, we find 
once more in these reminiscences that special 
sensibility of transcendent joy, one that Twain 
was able to capture even then: 
Indeed, the Island Wilderness is the 
very home of romance and dreams and 
mystery. The loneliness, the solemnity, 
the beauty, and the deep repose of this 
wilderness have a charm which is all their 
own for the bruised spirit of men who 
have fought and failed in the struggle for 
life in the great world .... 
I do not know how a day could be 
more reposeful: no motion, a level blue 
sea; nothing in sight from horizon to 
horizon; the speed of the ship furnishes 
a cooling breeze; there is no mail to read 
and answer; no newspapers to excite you; 
no telegrams to fret you or fright you-
the world is far, far away; it has ceased to 
exist for you-seemed a fading dream, 
along in the first days; has dissolved to an 
unreality now; it is gone from your mind 
with all its businesses and ambitions, its 
prosperities and disasters, its exultations 
and despairs, its joys and griefs and cares 
and worries. They are no concern of yours 
anymore; they have gone out of your life; 
they are a storm which has passed and 
left a deep calm behind. 
Such a spirit of"deep calm" permeated Quarry 
Farm for Sam and his brood: another sort of"Island 
Wilderness:' far, far away from it all, with noth-
ing in sight from horizon to horizon, a "home of 
romance" perfect for the composition of a national 
mythos. It's a bit of a wonder that Twain could 
write such lines as these so late in life, consider-
ing that he completed the manuscript of Following 
the Equator in those dark days of 1896-97 after the 
death of his daughter Susy. And yet the passages 
resound with a feeling of sublime peace and rest, a 
feeling, I would submit, that he found most regu-
larly and predictably right here at Quarry Farm. 
And it's a feeling I have grown to sense myself, all 
alone in this rocky, lush, near-island wilderness. 
I 
visited Cornell University the other day, and 
the regal old campus sits atop a mountain 
much like the most scenic towns of the Italian 
Renaissance in Tuscany-Siena, San Gimignano, 
Cortona-the kinds of towns that oversee a land-
scape for miles around, and which can be seen 
from miles around; fiefdoms of incomparable 
local integrity and prestige. Cornell is a cam-
pus (not unlike Indiana in Bloomington, also 
raised from nearby quarries) featuring power-
ful, light -colored stone: its wise old buildings are 
ornamented with the products of local stonecut-
ters. The campus is also protected by wide and 
Paradise evokes a sense of rest 
and wonder that illuminates 
much of Mark Twain's greatest 
writing-that special something 
about being on a raft. 
raging waters tumbling down impressive sylvan 
gorges on both the north and south ends of the 
old campus, boundaries that are both moat -like 
and breathtaking. 
As I crossed the pedestrian bridges into the 
oldest section of the Cornell campus, I knew I was 
entering another sort of space, a different coun-
try altogether, in the most special sense of what 
a campus used to mean in America. The campus 
features a very strong architectural motif of rocki-
ness: benches shaped like outcroppings, running 
water through beautifully designed glades, and 
buildings covered in old minerals harvested from 
nearby fields. Perhaps in another five hundred 
years, should these buildings remain somewhat as 
they are today, it is plausible that crowds of tour-
ists will come in their tour buses and wonder at 
the sheer awe and splendor of these grounds, as 
they do today in Siena. For now, at the beginning 
of the fall semester, the new students and their 
parents cling to maps of another sort. Earnest, 
sweaty fathers stroke their chins and wipe their 
brows, trying to find the right buildings, hop-
ing to guide their children through the maze of 
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college and into the pathways of the business or 
law professions. These harried, overweight, and 
well-invested men betray little sense of the historic 
weight confronting them on every side. As Mark 
Twain noted about travelers, they often fail to see 
the landscapes through which they are passing. 
I like the fact that Quarry Farm, Mark Twain's 
summer home, is named after the vaults of stony 
silence, that it gestures toward the solid rock of 
the region, as does the architectural splendor of 
Cornell. Twain did, in fact, see some of the same 
old structures I'm seeing this day: on at least 
two occasions he visited the Ivy 
League campus and became 
friendly with some of 











These kinds of 
stony places are foun-
dational to who we are, or at 
least hope to be, as Americans. The 
rocks are from the basement of time, as Norman 
Maclean puts it at the end of A River Runs Through 
It, and underneath the rocks are the words. I 
suppose it is some of my Indiana heritage (or 
snobbery) coming out, but I like the primeval 
quality of this area, founded as it is on miles and 
miles of solid rock shelving that has been veiled 
from human sight for these millions of years. We 
have to dig deep, to uncover the words. 
This morning the clouds are blanketing East Hill, and I can barely make out the first line of trees down the slope and toward the 
city. Beyond the two large sugar maples just off 
the porch, I can make out the few scattered trees 
inside the old stone wall, and perhaps another 
hundred feet downward, I can barely discern the 
forest edge, blurred and purple, a bruise within 
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a cloud. The trees are ghostly, though the birds 
don't seem to mind, as they wheel about, sing-
ing and cawing. Smaller swallows dip down to 
the ground, looking for manna. Somewhere an 
unidentifiable bird laughs in sharp peals; perhaps 
a northern flicker (I'd guess a loon, but I'm told 
they aren't in this neck of the woods). Corvids 
caw twice, loudly, back and forth. The crows up 
here are startlingly huge, and they shout out like 
crabby longshoremen; they are said to be among 
our most intelligent birds, but they rarely act like 
it. Two woodpeckers pound away at trees, one 
on the left, just above me in the 
maple nearest to the porch, 
the other far off into the 





Some jays are 
cackling on 
a low branch, 
down the hill. 
The fog moves 
lethargically; the· 
sun releases more 
heat, and the day begins 
to clear, though I still can't see 
the town. But suddenly, after going 
inside for a few minutes and returning, it is even 
foggier than before. A false start to a clear morn-
ing. 
I want to get an early start to my morning 
work, and suggest strongly to myself that it's time 
to head upstairs to the keyboard; but what's the 
rush? "I have no promises to keep; and nowhere 
to go ... :' Another cup of coffee, and back out onto 
that splendid porch, to watch the local economy 
emerge from the fog. 
This morning I tote down to the porch a copy 
of Twain's "A True Story;' written in black dialect, 
to read aloud as I sip my coffee. I try to sound 
like an ex-slave. I have been saving this moment 
for near the end of the week; the tale's genesis is 
arguably the most famous and the most decisive 
literary event ever to happen on these grounds. 
And it did happen, in fact-probably almost 
precisely as Mark Twain reports it. Mary Ann 
Cord, the black cook employed by the Cranes and 
at the service of the Clemens, and known to all as 
Auntie Cord, still rules the kitchen in the form of 
the small, framed photograph that hovers there to 
this day. She was born a slave in Virginia, proba-
bly in the 1830s, and one evening in the year 1873 
Mr. Clemens ("Misto C") asked her about her 
constant good mood: it made him wonder if she 
had ever seen hardships or struggles in life. This 
innocent question caught her fancy; evidently Mr. 
Clemens had no idea about the troubles she had 
seen in the old slavery days, and so she proceeded 
to let him know all about it. 
The scene took place out on the porch, with 
Mr. and Mrs. Clemens seated just about where 
I sit every morning of my stay, and with Auntie 
Cord just below them on the steps leading down 
into the yard. As Twain recounts the tale in the 
"true story;' after his naive query, Auntie Cord 
stood to her feet and began to instruct her brain-
dead boss (Twain could always admit to his own 
ignorance) about the most dire problems she had 
faced, including the separation from her son. The 
broken-up family was a motif of slave mother-
hood made famous in a work by Twain's Hartford 
neighbor Harriet Beecher Stowe: Uncle Tom's 
Cabin. Losing a child signified the ultimate sacri-
fice for any God-fearing Christian woman. Auntie 
Cord had, indeed, seen it all before. 
"A True Story" was a tale of deep anguish, and 
Mark Twain hurried to put it all down on paper 
almost as soon as Auntie Cord finished telling it. 
That piece first appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, 
the premiere eastern establishment publication 
that would launch Twain into the far reaches of 
America's upper crust literary establishment-the 
sad tale of an ex-slave woman lamenting her lost 
son, delivered in black dialect. More importantly, 
it signaled the changing attitudes of a south-
erner to the misfortunes and abuses of African 
Americans. The story Auntie Cord shared with 
"Misto C" that evening on the porch at Quarry 
Farm had some fairly powerful long-term con-
sequences for her listener, and through him for 
the story of American literary history. In effect, 
''A True Story" jumpstarted the process of Twain's 
growing sympathy for the marginalized members 
of society, including blacks. And it all began right 
here, on this very porch, tiled with local stones. 
(Though it seems an historical shame that back 
then, it was still wooden.) 
I 
f Twain's most influential work was composed 
in that hilltop octagon a couple hundred paces 
from the main house at Quarry Farm, I can see 
why. The proof in the pudding is the restful times I 
was allowed to enjoy up here myself. All week the 
phone rang only once in the house (sadly, a credit 
card company, one of those thoroughly depressing 
recorded voices). A car passes on the road about 
once an hour. At night, it is dark in the way that 
city slickers like me hardly ever experience dark-
ness. Besides the happy crickets, it's quiet, too. 
Lately the Perseids are kicking in: meteors streak 
by, the residue of the Swift-Tuttle Comet, named 
shortly after the Civil War. More primeval stones, 
falling on this land of stone. That old snow-cone 
circles our sun about every 130 years or so, and 
the meteor showers commence as the earth passes 
through its hoary trail once a year. The remnants 
of that ancient comet are dazzling though somber, 
reminding me that Sam, in one of the great coin-
cidences of American history, was born during 
one appearance of Halley's Comet, and then died 
seventy-five years later during its reappearance. 
He even predicted that latter event: he prophesied 
that he was going out with Halley's Comet. I lie on 
the lawn at Quarry Farm, late at night, staring up 
at the cloudy skies, searching for meteorites. Bats 
wing about, making sudden ninety degree turns, 
this way and that. 
Tonight, staring up into the sky, I recall that 
all three of the Clemens girls were born right here 
in this house. The bodies of Susy, Livy, Jean, and 
Sam himself, were all laid out in the front par-
lor of the Langdon family home down the hill 
on Main Street in Elmira, across from the Park 
Church, with friends and family filing by, saying 
their tearful goodbyes. A century ago, homes 
were very commonly places of birth and of death. 
Nowadays, our houses rarely witness the birthing 
of children or the display of the dead, at least for-
mally. We have hospitals and funeral homes for 
that sort of thing, and as such we are sequestered 
from the more primal scenes of our humanity. 
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It distances those things, makes them seem less 
crucial to our lives, or less fundamental. Twain 
knew better, of course. This structure was a real 
home to him in the most primal ways, such as in 
the birthing of his precious daughters right here, 
which must have sealed in his mind its hallowed 
significance: the site where Livy shrieked and 
pushed as the little girls emerged, one by one, 
Sam somewhere off in another room or out in the 
woods, waiting. 
My first time up here, I was told by one of the 
local hands that this old house is haunted, and 
maybe it is. 
M 
y wife Hiroko would certainly have 
enjoyed the time here in Elmira, but 
she was back in Japan visiting relatives: 
her sister and her aging parents. It is "0-Bon" sea-
son back in Japan-the season for returning to the 
place of the ancestors and recalling their spirits. 
Remembering and honoring the dead. Asians 
seem to venerate their lost ancestors to a far 
greater degree than postmodern Americans can 
ever really understand, and it is one of the many 
things about the Japanese that I truly admire. 
There are many festivals in Japan during the 
0-Bon season, both in big cities and tiny villages. 
Most commonly, walking the streets during this 
period, one comes upon bon-dori-traditional 
dances performed by large numbers of Japanese 
celebrants, most of them wearing the summer 
garb called yukata: light linen robes. Sometimes, 
in towns along rivers and on a specific night, one 
finds paper lanterns glowing with lighted candles 
inside of them, gently floating downstream toward 
the sea-luminous reminders of the spirits hov-
ering nearby. 0-Bon is family oriented: families 
clean their houses and offer food. Lanterns are 
lighted to show the way home; incense fills the air. 
A key goal of 0-Bon activities is to invite the spirits 
back and to enhance the serenity of their ongoing 
reality-to ask for peaceful repose for them. 
So, as my wife has been remembering the 
dead back in Japan, along with her family, so have 
I been doing the same up here on top of East Hill, 
overlooking the town of Elmira. Here, the souls of 
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the dead seem near. At night, the sounds of this 
old creaky house are very much the same sounds 
heard by the Clemens clan, hunkering down for 
the night, as papa planned his next day of writing, 
about prodigal sons, runaway slaves, pretty young 
blonde girls, sleepy preachers, unkind school-
masters, shady Indians, and weathered con men 
plying their trade up and down the old river. I lie 
in the bed, imagining those who lay here over a 
century ago, and I feel content. And with a sort 
of blessed assurance, in my mind's eye I replay the 
ending of the conference, when we all stood in a 
circle singing, on the site of the octagonal study, 
remembering our own beloved dead: 
I was standing by the window 
On a cold and cloudy day 
When I saw the hearse come rolling 
To carry my mother away. 
Will the circle be unbroken? 
Bye and bye, Lord, bye and bye 
There's a better home a waiting 
In the sky, Lord, in the sky. 
I left Quarry Farm refreshed, rejuvenated, 
and full of the same wonder that inspired Sam 
Clemens, the healing waters he discovered annu-
ally here in the Southern Tier. Watercure Hill, 
indeed. There may well be a better home a' waiting, 
bye and bye, in the sky. But for now, this home 
was good enough. 1 
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humble outdoor setting at 
the edge of his village. He 
consecrated this natural site 
by preaching a sermon and 
holding a Christmas Mass. 
His first biographer, Thomas 
of Celano, tells how Francis 
was overcome with ten-
derness and filled with joy, 
bleating like a sheep. Saint 
Bonaventure recounted the 
original story: three years 
before his death Francis 
Fortress Press. 
Reproduced by permission 
of Augsburg Fortress 
wanted to prepare a spe-
cial celebration of the birth 
of Jesus, received authorization from the pope, 
made ready a manger, and had hay, ox, and ass 
brought to the place. His followers and villag-
ers gathered that night, and the woods rang with 
their songs. Francis stood at the manger bathed 
in tears, chanted the Gospel, and then preached 
about the child of Bethlehem. A knight in the 
congregation saw, in a vision, that a little child 
came into the manger and roused from sleep at 
Francis's words. Miracles followed and then a dis-
tinctive Franciscan piety. 
In the early centuries of Christianity, the Christ 
Child of Byzantine art had sat rigidly upright like 
a miniature adult ruler, looking regally at his sub-
jects. More than anyone else, Saint Francis shifted 
attention from the adoration of the Christ Child 
Publishers. 
in rich and elaborate tableaux to his actual humble 
birth, with hints of suffering and death to come. 
This had an enormous influence on the teaching 
and piety of the church and on European art. No 
doubt Francis saw the child through the eyes of his 
own vow of absolute poverty. His homely manger 
scene was a far cry from, and an implicit critique 
of, the splendor of the Roman church. Leaving 
the rich trappings of a privileged life behind, he 
had set out to preach repentance and the imita-
tion of Christ. Soon many followed him into a life 
of apostolic poverty. In arranging for that unique 
Christmas Eve Mass of 1223, Francis wrote to his 
patron, the mayor of Greccio: "I would like to rep-
resent the birth of the Child just as it took place at 
Bethlehem, so that men should see with their own 
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eyes the hardships He suffered as an infant, how 
He was laid on hay in a manger with the ox and 
the ass standing bY:' 
Franciscan street theater brought the mystical 
theology of the monks to the common people. It 
connected the crib to the sacrifice of the Mass and 
made the baby the one who suffers. This was the 
Franciscan approach: As God, who is love, loved 
and redeemed us in his dying, we, too, must learn 
to love, but we are blinded by sin. Devotees will 
aspire to a more human love if they are drawn to 
this little helpless infant. Here at this manger and 
in the Eucharist that fol-
lows it, love is reborn in 
the human heart. God, in 
this baby, is depending 
on us. The exalted theol-
ogy of the Incarnation 
becomes comprehen-
sible to everyone. As 
God descended into 
the human vernacu-
lar at Bethlehem, now 
Christian art and piety 
take the majesty of 
Incarnation theology to 
the eye-level of peasants 
on their knees at the crib. 
God has become a baby. 
Christ is re-humanized. 
Christ, in that child, is 
God's special gift to the 
poor. Christmas is the 
amazing day when God 
first sucked on a human 
breast, and Francis called 
it the celebration of celebrations. God makes 
himself a vulnerable baby who requires the affec-
tion, care, and protection of human beings. The 
next centuries saw a flood of religious literature 
that emphasized the human nature of Christ, his 
feelings and his physical pain. God had become 
approachable and sympathetic again in the face of 
doctrinal efforts to lift him high. God is a baby we 
are admonished to rock or to pick up. 
The Franciscan crib traditions would make 
Christmas democratic and expand incarnational 
piety to encompass all sorts of people. Everyone 
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was invited in, not just the ancient shepherds 
and wise men or contemporary churchmen. Still 
today, every Christmas Eve the people of Greccio 
relive the moment when Francis set up his crib 
among them. A costumed procession makes 
its way by torchlight from the town square to a 
Franciscan sanctuary with a hallowed grotto. On 
a mountainside, because the grotto is too small to 
accommodate everyone, there is a pageant with 
actors and living ox and ass. The sets are made at 
Cincitta, Italy's film production center in Rome, 
and many hundreds come to see. 
In the fourteenth 
century, Margaretha 
Ebner, a Dominican nun, 
received a cradle with 
a baby-like doll as she 
was making her religious 
vows. The gift made a 
huge impression on her 
and inspired dreams; in 
one she is awakened by 
the child playing in his 
cradle, picks him up, 
kisses him, and suckles 
him at her breast. Small 
wooden cradles, a few 
still in existence from the 
fifteenth century, focused 
a particular kind of devo-
tion. In the Netherlands 
noblewomen enter-
ing convents were 
commonly presented 
with a cradle that could 
hold a figure of a child, 
but more often they were elaborately carved and 
gilded miniatures. (If cradle-rocking focused 
on Christ's humanity, a splendidly ornate cra-
dle might emphasize his divinity.) A devotional 
handbook of the period has meditation and 
prayer, personified, tucking the baby into bed 
and plumping his pillow: "One now gathers up 
the sweet little Child Jesus and lifts Him from His 
crib. As Jesus Himself said, one must lift up the 
Son of Man so that all those who believe in Him 
do not perish, but may have eternal life:' Nuns 
would sew clothes for baby Jesus dolls and rock 
the cradle at Christmas. But in Florence, the ever 
vigilant Savonarola accused nuns of treating their 
infant dolls like idols. 
Carols provided musical accompaniment. In 
German lands worshipers would rock the baby's 
cradle and sing lullabies, a practice adopted from 
nunneries. In churches, the cradle would stand 
before the altar, with a brightly colored Christ-
child visible within, and the priest -and eventually 
enthusiastic parishioners-would rock the cradle 
in time with the music of a cradle song: 
Come, angels, come from heaven, 
appear! 
Eia, eia, susani, susani, susani (hush; 
sleep, child) 
Come sing, come pipe, come trumpet 
here! 
Alleluia, alleluia, et in excelsis Gloria. 
With softest touch let lutes reply 
To soothe the Child with lullaby. 
Some churches had two cradles, one for the 
priest to rock and another in the midst of the 
congregation, hung about with bells, for the chil-
dren to rock. Carol-singers also carried cradles 
through the streets, props for their songs. In 
Provence, Christmas celebrations included mak-
ing model villages, complete with crib and vividly 
characterized villagers, and worshipers brought 
torches to light the way, as in the carol: 
Bring a torch, Jeanette, Isabella. 
Bring a torch to his manger bed. 
This is Jesus, good hope of the village, 
Christ is born, hear Mary's warning 
Hush, hush, softly sleeps the child. 
The manger scene did not disappear with the 
coming of Protestantism. For his children, Luther 
wrote "From heaven above to earth I come:' As 
they gathered at home, they sang these verses: 
These are the things which you will see 
To let you know that it is he: 
In manger-bed, in swaddling clothes 
The child who all the earth upholds. 
Look, look, dear friends, look over there! 
What lies within that manger bare? 
Who is that lovely little one? 
The baby Jesus, God's dear Son. 
0 Lord, you have created all! 
How did you come to be so small, 
To sweetly sleep in manger-bed 
Where lowing cattle lately fed? 
Kneeling at the manger is meant to induce 
wonder at the juxtaposition of heaven and earth, 
power and vulnerability, grace and nature, God 
and a baby. An aria in Bach's Christmas Oratorio 
acknowledges how the little baby, surrounded by 
Herod's raging, could with a wave of his hand have 
called for heavenly reinforcements, but did not. 
Luther's hymn for Christmas Day proclaimed: 
A manger choosing for a throne 
While worlds on worlds are yours alone. 
Francis had set in motion an artistic enter-
prise in which craftsmen would produce replicas 
of every village role, from butcher to housewife to 
playing children, and every village scene, and set 
them into the holy context of the original man-
ger. In the enchanting Catholic imagination, all 
life was sacralized. Common people were brought 
on stage. Like the more recent Dickens villages, 
manger scenes feature a colorful array of people 
from everyday life. These are pious, or casual, self-
insertions into the orbit of God's presence. They 
are saying, presumably, "I too am in the picture:' 
The manger anchors, localizes, rivets, mate-
rializes the Incarnation. Every imaginable kind 
of manger scene, from the humblest to the most 
grand, has emerged in the material culture of 
Christianity. The cities of Naples and Munich 
and the Metropolitan Museum in New York 
are contemporary repositories of this history. 
Bamberg, a city in Bavaria, stages each December 
the Krippenweg, along which lie more than thirty 
churches, museums, and public squares that dis-
play original crib scenes. The walk begins in the 
cathedral at the altar to Mary by the wood sculp-
tor Veit Stoss. Pilgrims and tourists from there 
follow a route that winds through the city, where 
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manger scenes range from life-sized figures to 
delicate miniatures. Set against local landscapes 
with half-timbered Franconian houses, the scenes 
are populated by people in vernacular costumes. 
The city sponsors a Krippenbauschule that passes 
on this four-hundred-year sculpting tradition to 
the next generation. 
The Manger Scene as Home Altar 
In nineteenth-century Mexico, drenched in 
political turmoil as reform governments strug-
gled to limit the public power of the Catholic 
Church, some religious practices moved from 
church to household, where religious images and 
even home altars symbolized alternative reli-
gious space. Tin retablo art flourished for home 
devotional use throughout the country. While 
it resembles religious images placed in church 
altars and paintings on wood, copper, and can-
vas by European and Mexican artists from the 
fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries, it may also 
have pre-Columbian precedents in small house-
hold gods and clay votive figurines. This is the 
way Catholicism has produced an organic piety 
that plants Christian festivals in native soil. 
Domestic shrines and home altars reached their 
greatest importance during times of political 
turmoil. New legislation that sought to separate 
church and state reinforced the privatization of 
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religion and paved the way for domestic devo-
tions. 
Arranged in highly personal ways, sacred 
objects facilitate human communication with God. 
These sacramentals are the Incarnation miniatur-
ized in material culture. When sacred objects are 
displayed in place, a hallowed room becomes a 
church, a natural feature in the landscape a grotto, 
a bedroom chest a domestic altar. In fact, the first 
churches in Mexico were really constituted as 
enclosures around sacred objects brought by mis-
sionaries. The presence of God traffics back and 
forth between church and home or other sacred 
places. In the home different 
kinds of piety come to prevail, 
as one prays directly to Mary 
or the saints and expects a 
particular response not medi-
ated by the clergy. Personal 
interactions are possible: one 
can dress sacred images, move 
them about, speak to them, 
change their appearance, and 
render them a homely part of 
daily life. This is a piety of see-
ing and touching, in which the 
sacred turns into a visual, tac-
tile experience. It is a profound 
example of the indispensability 
of material culture in the root-
ing of Christianity in heart and 
mind, in the sacred spaces of public squares and 
private homes. 
A sacred space within a Roman Catholic 
household may be compared with practices in 
Hinduism or Buddhism. A Hindu household 
shrine, tended daily by women, brings balance and 
welfare to the family and serves as a microcosm 
of Hinduism throughout the land. Home, family, 
clan, religion are all marked as a sacred cosmos, 
just as was also true in the Christian Middle Ages 
and sometimes today. 
Protestants, too, became comfortable with 
manger scenes, even if few other religious images 
are displayed in their homes. Indeed, evangelical 
Protestantism took Christmas home to the fam-
ily after it had proscribed Christmas as a churchly 
(and Catholic) festival. A later chapter displays 
the trees, decorations, cards, lights, and cooking 
that certainly fill every Protestant home with the 
material culture of Christmas. If not precisely the 
Catholic visual image of an invisible God, not 
quite an Orthodox icon, it is yet a staple of pop-
ular culture. What does the ubiquity of manger 
scenes imply? Do such objects of popular culture 
reflect the determined will of people to express 
themselves in folk art? Or is it mere mass mar-
ket from a capitalism whose tentacles leave no 
marketing space unreached? It is not possible to 
tell, either for Catholics or Protestants, whether 
store-bought religious images and accoutrements 
are thoughtful extensions of an inner piety and 
symbols of a larger world of meanings-or rela-
tively meaningless decorations created in Chinese 
factories. 
Every child's first manger scene is likely 
to be under the Christmas tree at home. In the 
1950s, many American homes had a cardboard 
manger scene with a perforated star at the top 
that allowed a bulb from the tree lights to reach 
down and shine on the baby's face. The finer the 
tree's ornamentation, however, and the more 
abundant the presents, the more likely the man-
ger scene will be concealed, so a special display 
table might be arranged. Manger scenes are card-
board and papier-mache and wood and resin and 
glass and ceramic and fabric. Usually their figures 
are movable, so individuals can place shepherds 
and wise men and animals and the baby in the 
feeding trough just right, with Mary and Joseph 
satisfactorily hovering. They are cheap enough to 
be replaced every year or dear enough to become 
heirlooms for the next generation. 
Protestantism and Material Culture 
But when the manger scene morphs into 
home altar or household shrine, or even holy 
image, the Protestant sensibility becomes jittery. 
Until recently, the descendents of the sixteenth-
century reformers John Calvin and Ulrich Zwingli 
suspected that a deeply flawed human imagina-
tion would thwart the capacity of the image to 
reveal the divine to which it referred. They feared 
God would be reduced to something manipulable 
by humans and the divine essence confused with 
material form. For this theology, the original is 
in heaven, not on earth. But for Luther, heaven 
has emptied out onto earth. God is to be found 
in the manger, where Jesus is, not up in a heaven 
the soul tries foolishly to ascend by spiritual lad-
der. For Luther, and of course for Catholics, there 
is a visual and musical rhetoric of immediacy. 
The body, and embodiment, are not despised as 
organs of knowing. The image and the crib evoke 
an emotional relationship to God that can person-
alize belief and make a homely material culture 
central to the practice of devotion. 
But for much of Protestantism, it is much 
harder to make the material body an instrument 
of grace. Instead, it is the unruly seat of the pas-
sions. For the early American Puritan Jonathan 
Edwards, authentic faith is signified by a selfless, 
disinterested contemplation of God's beauty. The 
visual imagination cannot get to that important 
place because it is bound to deceive by inverting 
the proper relation of humanity to its sovereign 
God. There is disagreement on how extensively 
conservative Protestant homes feature religious 
or devotional images, though the use of bumper 
stickers and T-shirts and other signs of a reli-
gious counterculture is not in doubt. It seems 
to be the case that evangelical Protestantism, 
even considering its penchant for Holy Land 
trips and its fascination with the materiality of 
the nation of Israel, prefers memory and time 
to sacred space, because the latter is too eas-
ily idolatrous-or Catholic. God is perceived to 
occupy not sacred space but individual hearts 
and minds. Yet, evangelical Christianity pro-
duces an embodied friendship with Jesus in the 
life of Christian communities, and contemporary 
Protestant mega-churches seem to have caught 
up to Catholicism in a relatively benign view of 
popular religiosity. Prayer, song, testimony, and 
Bible study carry the sacred, even if the only true 
sacred space is heaven. 
It is an interesting question whether 
Protestant suspicion of material culture as a loca-
tion for incarnational theology helped abandon a 
churchly Christmas to the secular world, where, 
its divinity discarded, it became, by turn, a site of 
harmless domesticity or rapacious capitalism. The 
ironical Protestant contribution to the celebration 
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of Christmas was to help empty holiday of any 
residual holy day. Iconoclastic Protestants know 
how to make a manger in their hearts, but find 
it difficult to believe in the sanctity of a manger 
made with hands. But like all people, they have a 
hunger for material culture, because they live an 
embodied existence. Their homes are filled with 
reindeer, their lawns with snowmen. They have 
emptied material culture of its theology, in order 
to make it secular and safe. But a Protestant world 
from which divine Incarnation is subtracted is very 
different from the one centuries of Christianity 
thought Christmas had enchanted. The word for 
it is secular. 
Sometimes secular production values far 
exceeded those of the church, as when store win-
dows display breathtakingly beautiful tableaux. 
Of course, they charmed shoppers and made it 
easier for those with holy day consciences to enjoy 
holiday. Even factory goods from China, when 
religious meanings are attached, form the texture 
of everyday life. Images help secure the world 
of belief and establish the boundaries of a genu-
ine physical world in which believers find their 
existence. A manger scene may fill the angle of 
everyday vision in a way that makes a constructed 
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environment congruent with mind and heart. 
Material culture makes room for the meanings 
one wants to hold on to. It "takes space" for reli-
gion to "take place:' 
Since the Incarnation seems to challenge the 
religious imagination to widen a space for divine 
presence, material culture arises to fill that space 
and attract thoughtful attention or devotional 
reflection. The material culture of religion marks 
identity, just as national or ethnic or class sym-
bols do. Any home altar, any prized manger scene, 
piles up material objects that bridge the divine 
and human worlds. Like family heirlooms, they 
stimulate the memory of things past and pass 
them on to new futures. Around them, a life of 
religious rituals and devotion can be constructed 
and maintained. ;. 
Donald Heinz is Professor of Religious 
Studies at California State University, Chico. 
Among his numerous works is The Last 
Passage: Recovering a Death of Our Own 
(Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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Peace to God's People and Earth 
Tobias Winright 
I 
N THE SONG, "PEACE ON EARTH;' U2's LEAD 
singer Bono laments how these words sung 
by the angelic host two millennia ago to the 
shepherds "are sticking in my throat:' In the face 
of the violence and the victims of the Troubles 
in Northern Ireland, Bono mourns how "hope 
and history won't rhyme:' The beautiful Emerald 
Isle is home of numerous "thin places" where the 
line of demarcation between heaven and earth is 
most gossamer and at the same time has been the 
setting of horrific acts perpetrated by neighbors 
against one another-often, sadly, in the name of 
Christianity. To be sure, the 1998 Belfast, or Good 
Friday, Agreement has done much to promote 
peace, even though some discontented extrem-
ists continue to pose a threat there. Still, many 
other conflicts are happening around the world 
as we find ourselves immersed in another Advent 
season. The peaceable reign of God, in history as 
in hope, or "on earth as it is in heaven;' inaugu-
rated with the birth of that vulnerable and poor 
baby Jesus, is yet to be realized. 
Elsewhere in this song, Bono observes, 
"Where I grew up there weren't many trees. 
Where there was we'd tear them down and use 
them on our enemies:' In his World Day of Peace 
Message, "Peace with God the Creator, Peace 
with All of Creation;' issued on 1 January 1990, 
Pope John Paul II noted this connection between 
war and environmental problems: "Today, any 
form of war on a global scale would lead to incal-
culable ecological damage. But even local or 
regional wars, however limited, not only destroy 
human life and social structures, but also dam-
age the land, ruining crops and vegetation as 
well as poisoning the soil and water" (no. 12). Of 
course, the pope also highlights other causes for 
environmental harm, including "indiscriminate 
application of advances in science and technol-
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ogy" (no. 6, italics his), "greed and selfishness ... 
both individual and collective" (no. 8), and a 
demand for "instant gratification and consumer-
ism" (no. 13). Nevertheless, war is a major threat 
to the environment. Conversely, "world peace is 
threatened;' the pope claims, "by a lack of due 
respect for nature" (no. 1, italics his). Our failure 
to respect "an order in the universe;' an order 
that "the earth and its atmosphere are telling us" 
our actions have disturbed, can lead to conflict 
between those nations and peoples especially 
responsible and those most affected. 
As British Protestant theologian Michael 
Northcott puts it in his A Moral Climate: The 
Ethics of Global Warming: 
The quantity of carbon now in the oceans 
and atmosphere is a physical footprint, a 
living memorial, to the industrial revolu-
tion and its many victims. These victims 
include the peoples and other creatures 
who lived and live in or on the terrestrial 
and subterranean forests which are being 
burned to sustain the fossil-fuelled era. 
They include car accident victims, the 
victims of fossil-fuelled aerial bombers, 
and the victims of the fossil- fuelled trains 
and ovens used in the Holocaust. They 
include those enslaved in fossil-fuelled 
industrial factories, first in Victorian 
England and now across many parts of 
the Southern hemisphere, where lives 
were and are foreshortened by industrial 
pollution and human dignity is degraded 
in servitude of machines. They include 
destroyed agrarian communities, lost top-
soil, extinct species, wrecked ecosystems. 
They include flood and drought victims, 
and those who die, and will die, trying to 
escape from climate-stressed continents 
and inundated islands. (Northcott, 268) 
Interestingly, both John Paul II and the Mennonite 
theologian John Howard Yoder trace this victim-
ization of both fellow persons and other things 
(living and nonliving) to the biblical account of 
Cain and Abel. 
The pope and the pacifist each focus on 
Genesis 4:10-11: '1\nd the LORD said, 'What 
have you done? Listen; your brother's blood is 
crying out to me from the ground! And now you 
are cursed from the ground, which has opened its 
mouth to receive your brother's blood from your 
hand" (NRSV). In his 1995 encyclical Evangelium 
Vitae ("The Gospel of Life"), John Paul II notes 
that the harmony that originally existed in our 
relationships with one another, with God, and 
with the earth has been disrupted by human sin, 
as manifest in this aboriginal act of fratricide. 
As a result, "the earth becomes 'the land of Nod' 
(Gen 4:16), a place of scarcity, loneliness and sep-
aration from God" (no. 9)-indeed, nature itself 
threatens us with "death caused by reckless tam-
pering with the world's ecological balance" and 
other sinful human activities (no. 10). 
In his 1985 book, He Came Preaching Peace, 
Yoder similarly links the violent alienation 
between Cain and Abel with our estrangement 
from creation. The "harmony between humans 
and their natural environment has been dis-
turbed;' Yoder writes. "It is from the soil that 
the voice of blood cries out" (Yoder, 58-59). 
Referring to examples from the desertification of 
some of Western Europe after the Thirty Years' 
War to the US's use of napalm and Agent Orange 
in Vietnam, he concludes, "Our violence toward 
one another also breaks our unity with nature" 
(61). 
Ultimately, for John Paul II, both war and 
ecological destruction are the spoiled fruit of 
human sin. "When man turns his back on the 
Creator's plan, he provokes a disorder which has 
inevitable repercussions on the rest of the cre-
ated order:' he writes. "If man is not at peace with 
God, then earth itself cannot be at peace" (no. 5). 
Thus, as Paul noted in his letter to the church in 
Rome, "creation was subjected to futility" and 
is in "in bondage to decay" (Rom 8:20-21). The 
ecological crisis, in the pope's view, is at root a 
moral problem. Rather than bearing the image of 
God by serving justly, we strive to dominate both 
others and creation. Rather than being treated 
with respect, both human persons and nature are 
subjected to a "reductionist vision" that leads to 
an array of ills, including war and environmental 
destruction (no. 7). 
More recently, Pope Benedict XVI has 
raised similar connections. In his 2009 encycli-
cal, Caritas in veritate, he emphasizes, "The way 
Merely using others-humans, 
non-human life, and nonliving 
nature-for our benefit is 
part and parcel of how we put 
ourselves in the place of God, 
which is the sin of idolatry. 
humanity treats the environment influences the 
way it treats itself, and vice versa" (no. 51, empha-
sis his). Both war and environmental destruction 
involve instrumentalizing something or someone 
that actually possesses intrinsic or inherent value. 
Merely using others-humans, non-human life, 
and nonliving nature-for our benefit is part 
and parcel of how we put ourselves in the place 
of God, which is the sin of idolatry. Again, war 
and environmental destruction are at bottom a 
moral-theological problem. In his World Day 
of Peace Message, "If You Want to Cultivate 
Peace, Protect Creation;' dated 1 January 2010, 
Benedict writes, in connection with the afore-
mentioned Genesis accounts, "Human beings let 
themselves be mastered by selfishness; they mis-
understood the meaning of God's command" to 
exercise dominion, to "till and keep" the earth, 
and instead "exploited creation out of a desire 
to exercise absolute domination over it" (no. 6). 
Or, as the Lutheran Joseph Sittler, a pioneer in 
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theology, ethics, and the environment once put 
it, "Today, man is no longer related to nature in 
God's intended way.... That, fundamentally, is 
why he plunders what he ought to tend; why he 
finds in nature sardonic images of his own perver-
sion, and at the same time cannot avert his eyes 
from his violated sister who is heard groaning 'in 
pain and travail until now"' (Sittler, 18-19). A 
proper understanding of human dignity and of 
the goodness of nature, in Benedict's view, will 
serve as "the foundation of respect for the human 
person and creation" (no. 13). Accordingly, he 
proclaims that "the protection of creation and 
peacemaking are profoundly linked" (no. 14). 
Benedict's call for the protection of creation is 
congruent with what a number of biblical schol-
ars are saying about how Genesis 2:15 reveals 
humankind's vocation: "The LORD God took the 
man and put him in the garden of Eden to till 
it [ abad] and keep it [ shamar] :' As a former law 
enforcement officer, I particularly appreciate how 
Reformed theologian Steven Bouma-Prediger, in 
his For the Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Vision 
for Creation Care (which I think is one of the best 
available books on this topic), translates "to till it 
and keep it" in line with a phrase that "is painted 
on the door of every Chicago police car;' namely, 
"to serve and protect" (Bouma-Prediger, 64). The 
Irish police, or garda, perhaps get at it better with 
their emphasis on guardianship. Indeed, Benedict 
posits that there is a "covenant between human 
beings and the environment, which should mir-
ror the creative love of God, from whom we come 
and toward whom we are journeying" (no. 1). 
To turn a line from a doxology on its head-
in which we sing "world without end, amen, 
amen" -all creation, including but not limited 
to humankind, has an end, not a terminus but 
a telos, a purpose in God's eyes. Everyone and 
everything has God-given and inherent value 
and meaning. Benedict warns against" [ r] educing 
nature merely to a collection of contingent data 
[that] ends up doing violence to the environment 
and even encouraging activity that fails to respect 
human nature itself" (no. 48). Humankind and 
all other matter matters to and glorifies God. 
Thus the end or telos or purpose that God has in 
mind for everyone and everything is reconcilia-
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tion, solidarity, harmony, restoration, re-creation, 
renewal-in short, the Hebrew biblical word sha-
lom. 
As a prophet once wrote: "I will make for you 
a covenant on that day with the wild animals, the 
birds of the air, and the creeping things on the 
ground; and I will abolish the bow, the sword, and 
war from the land; and I will make you lie down 
in safety" (Hosea 2:18). This echoes the covenant 
God made with all creation after the flood: "Then 
God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 'As 
for me, I am establishing my covenant with you 
and your descendants after you, and with every 
living creature that is with you ... , that never 
again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth: 
God said, 'This is a sign of the covenant that I 
make between me and you and every living crea-
ture that is with you, for all future generations: I 
have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be a 
sign of the covenant between me and the earth"' 
(9:8-13). The bow was a weapon of war, but now 
it was planted as a sign of peace. Indeed, Bouma-
Prediger often points out that such shalom for all 
creation is God's aim throughout the Bible. 
Moreover, as John Paul II reminds us in his 
World Day of Peace Message, Christ's redemptive 
work has reconciled humanity to God and one 
another, but also has reconciled "all things" (no. 
4, quoting Col 1:19-20; Eph 1:9-10). Benedict 
also notes this and adds that Christ has bestowed 
on us his Spirit and that we "have our own con-
tribution to make" (no. 14) in the renewing of 
"the face of the earth'' (Ps 104:30). Hence, for 
Christians to care for creation, writes John Paul, 
is a "serious obligation" and "an essential part of 
their faith" (nos. 15-16). Or, as Benedict states it, 
"Protecting the natural environment in order to 
build a world of peace is thus a duty incumbent 
upon each and all" (no. 14). 
In contrast to what Bono sang, the Irish poet 
Seamus Heaney, in his play The Cure at Troy, 
writes, "History says, Don't hope on this side of 
the grave. But then, once in a lifetime the longed 
for tidal wave of justice can rise up, and hope 
and history rhyme:' Advent is a season of hope, 
and there have been signs of such rhyming in the 
progress being made here and there in connec-
tion with both peacemaking and care for creation. 
The church, I believe, should live and exemplify a 
"thin place" wherein the peace that we pass with 
each other also extends to creation. So that we can 
let "heaven and nature sing;' perhaps we ought to 
sing "Glory to God in the highest, and peace to 
God's people and earth:' f 
Tobias Winright is Associate Professor of 
Theological Ethics at Saint Louis University 
and recently authored (with Mark J. 
Allman) After the Smoke Clears: The Just 
War Tradition and Post War Justice (Orbis, 
2010). 
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THESE THINGS MUST ALWAYS BE 
* (in memoriam) 
-for Mike 
there is always light-
and the silence of a heron trailing drops of water across the moon-
a slender alder leaning in the wind off a hidden lake 
good black earth turned by a shining blade 
and the whirr of quail when we were looking at something else-
wondering about, what? we hardly remember ... except the whirr 
of wings or the bell-like voices of hounds in the timber-
these things must always be-
and Christmas lights like jewels in windows 
in cities with people going in and coming out 
together-
and pictures of strange worlds with baskets of globed fruit 
and fields of hot grain popping in the sun 
as we bicycle past far away from home together-
these things must always be-
there must be and were quiet nights of no talk 
books-musing by a fire-
jarred by sudden sounds of sorrow-looking up, wondering ... 
yet not our hearts sorrowing, 
our linked hands-unbroken still-
love mending our hearts broken against the world 
these things must always be 
because we touched the holy waters of morning 
and heard the loons cry beyond the wooded islands 
of our hopes-
and we are together in ways as yet unknown to this world, 
no, not unknown-dreamed of-hoped for-
waiting to feel the tug of that silken thread unrolling before eternity 
pulling, us ... oh slowly ... together ... 
these things we were ... these things we are now and forever-
we must not doubt the possibilities of this greening earth 
and the fire that breaks from upturned roses-
these things must always be-these lovely things must always be 
J. T. Ledbetter 
* Dr. Pamela M. Jolicoeur, the Tenth President of 
Concordia College, Moorhead, Minnesota, 
died 9 June 2010. 
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After the Election 
Peter Meilaender 
I 
T IS BECOMING EVER MORE DIFFICULT TO 
recognize a historic election when we see one. 
The midterm elections of 2006 appeared to be 
a massive repudiation of George W Bush and the 
Republican Party. In 2008 many observers thought 
that President Obama's election had ushered in a 
new era of Democratic dominance and reduced 
Republicans to a regional party of the South. 
And now, a mere two years later, Obama and the 
Democrats have suffered their own remarkable 
"shellacking;' as the President rightly termed it. 
Democrats managed to retain a slim majority in 
the Senate thanks to a handful of weak GOP can-
didates, but their losses in the House constituted 
what reporters on election evening described as 
an unfolding bloodbath. 
Little wonder that commentators have strug-
gled to discern the "meaning" of this election. 
Was it a decisive Democratic smack down? Or 
merely a tempting opportunity for Republicans 
to imitate Democratic hubris in turn? A return to 
the generally conservative status quo ante? Or just 
a symptom of ungovernability? A call for sharply 
limited government? Or for government to do 
more in support of the middle class? 
If you were hoping for answers to these ques-
tions, I'm afraid I'm going to disappoint you. As 
we sort through the election's aftermath, however, 
perhaps we can discern some general trends. Here 
are what seem to me three of its lessons: 
1. Voter Volatility. We seem to have entered 
upon a period of extreme electoral volatility, with 
voters switching back and forth from one party 
to the other with extraordinary rapidity and mag-
nitude. These are not so much "swing" voters as 
lunging, thrashing, wildly flailing voters. Charles 
Krauthammer argued in a post-election column 
that the country, after a brief pro-Democratic, 
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pro-Obama aberration in 2006 and 2008, has 
merely reverted to its moderately conservative 
norm. Much though I respect Krauthammer, I 
think he is mistaken about this. The volatility we 
are witnessing is more extreme and enduring than 
his description suggests. 
Obama, after all, is not the only recent presi-
dent to suffer from significant swings in popularity 
or to see his party's fortunes change dramatically. 
George W Bush entered office under a cloud 
of illegitimacy, but then became tremendously 
popular after 9 I 11 and coasted to a relatively com-
fortable re-election victory. During his second 
term, however, his popularity plummeted and his 
party was punished in Congress. Before him, Bill 
Clinton-like Obama-saw his approval ratings 
collapse rapidly and his congressional majority 
vanish. He was able to pivot quickly and recover 
popularity, but his second term was clouded by 
scandal and impeachment, and his heir appar-
ent, Vice-President Gore, failed to win election. 
Even Bush the Elder endured similar swings: 
immensely popular after the Gulf War, he nev-
ertheless served only a single term when voters 
turned on him in response to his broken "no new 
taxes" pledge. Not since Reagan has a president 
served two full terms with his party's and his own 
popularity more or less intact. 
Throughout this period, however, the elec-
toral swings seem to be becoming more frequent 
and more dramatic. Since no party can expect 
to solve our political and economic problems or 
accomplish much oflasting significance in a mere 
two years, this poses genuine dilemmas of gov-
ernability. 
2. Independent Uprising. Connected to this 
increased volatility, and partly helping to explain 
it, is a clear and steady increase in the number 
of independent voters, affiliated with neither 
party. The increase in independents only "partly" 
explains the volatility, I say, because there is no 
inherent reason why independent voters should 
swing wildly back and forth. One could read-
ily imagine a large group of people who feel no 
strong partisan affiliation and are thus nomi-
nally independent, but whose views nevertheless 
tend with some consistency toward one party or 
the other. Indeed, one might expect this to be a 
fairly natural stance for many people. It is not our 
situation, however. Rather, the rising number of 
independent voters appears to be a symptom of a 
more general decline in the strength of our tradi-
tional two-party system. 
Many factors have no doubt contributed 
to this gradual decline, which is not itself a new 
phenomenon. The widespread adoption of presi-
dential primaries-which allowed candidates to 
be, in effect, self-selecting-is one critical source of 
party weakness. The growth of a twenty-four-hour 
media culture is no doubt another contribu-
tor to our candidate-centered politics. Whatever 
its immediate causes, party weakness has cre-
ated serious problems for our political system. 
Commentators frequently decry the increased 
polarization of American politics. And the increase 
in independent voters, along with the very low 
approval ratings for both parties, suggests that 
citizens themselves increasingly view parties with 
distaste. Ironically, however, polarization is prob-
ably the result of party weakness, rather than party 
strength. As parties' political role and influence 
decline, voters with low partisan identification 
tend to drop away. The parties are thus left with 
only the more committed partisans as members. 
Naturally, polarization results. Stronger parties 
would, of necessity, be broader parties. 
Like electoral volatility, the rise in inde-
pendents and decline of traditional parties are 
problems. There is little reason to expect that 
a country as large and diverse as ours, with the 
American system of separation of powers, can 
effectively be governed without the unifying and 
moderating influence of a functioning two-party 
system. Yet it is difficult to see how parties could 
successfully be strengthened given current levels 
of voter disdain. Republicans may have woken up 
on November 3 dreaming of a new, solidified elec-
toral majority. But Democrats thought they had 
achieved precisely that in the 2008 elections, and 
GOP hopes are likely to prove equally illusory. 
3. The New People's Party. The decline in 
parties has been going on for some time now. 
Increasing electoral volatility is more recent and 
has only reached its current extremes in the past 
decade. More important and interesting than 
either of these, however, is a trend that has prob-
ably been underway since Reagan's election, but 
that is only now, I think, becoming truly visible: 
our two parties are in the process of reversing 
identities. At least since the time of FDR, the 
Democratic Party has been America's version of 
a populist party, with its electoral base rooted in 
labor and the working class. The Republicans, by 
contrast, were the party of big business and of the 
elites. We are watching a role reversal take place: 
the GOP is becoming our new populist party, 
while the Democrats are becoming a party of 
elites. 
The so-called "Reagan Democrats" may have 
been the first harbinger of this change; the Tea 
Party is its most recent manifestation. But over 
the past two decades, Democrats have increas-
ingly identified with a range of causes attractive to 
educated elites but with little resonance on Main 
Street: multiculturalism, environmentalism, cos-
mopolitanism, secularism, gay rights, global 
warming, immigrant rights, and the increasingly 
complex regulation of our increasingly complex 
national and global economy. This agenda has 
little appeal for most middle- and working-class, 
mainstream Americans. They are concerned 
with jobs, small business opportunities, safe and 
decent communities, declining K -12 education; 
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they value faith and family, patriotism and mili-
tary service. As became clear with the election of 
Obama, Democrats have become more successful 
at drawing support away from Republicans among 
elites, including business elites. But this process 
has been distancing them from their historic base, 
and Republicans have increasingly filled the void. 
The financial crisis is providing an additional 
catalyst to voters' changing identifications. As in 
democratic countries across the West, American 
citizens-ordinary, middle-class voters-are real-
izing that the welfare state model is increasingly 
unsustainable, that its economic viability rested 
upon a temporary demographic bulge, and that 
we can no longer afford large-scale entitlement 
programs. As a result, the basis for old-style eco-
nomic populism is vanishing, while in its place 
a new form of populism is emerging-a cultural 
populism, one suited to the age of identity politics, 
and compatible (unlike the old, economic popu-
lism) with limited-government conservatism. In 
this world, the populist party will be the GOP, 
while the Democrats will be the party of Kyoto 
and Davos. Note that this is not a prediction of 
Republican dominance. A nation like America 
has plenty of educated elites, who vote more and 
have more money and influence than do the mid-
dle and working classes. Democrats will continue 
to be competitive, just as Republicans were when 
Democrats were the populists. I am merely claim-
ing that we are witnessing a historic shift in the 
identity and electoral base of our two major par-
ties. Perhaps the extreme volatility we have been 
witnessing is even a sign of this, the consequence 
of an electoral re-sorting that has not yet worked 
itself out, as a large number of voters find them-
selves torn between the party of their historic 
allegiance and the one that increasingly repre-
sents them today. 
T
here is, I admit, a certain tension between 
the second and third trends I have described 
above. Does it make sense to think both 
that the rise in independents signals a general 
decline in parties, and also that the parties are 
in the process of changing identities? To be sure, 
these are not mutually exclusive possibilities-the 
parties could reverse roles and still remain weak. 
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Nevertheless, the process of role reversal suggests 
a certain vitality in the party system that is belied 
by the rise of independents. 
It could be, of course, that voters have moved 
out of parties in which they no longer feel rep-
resented without yet re-identifying with the 
opposite party, especially since the shift in party 
identity has been a gradual process and is not 
yet complete. This hypothesis would fit with the 
suggestion that electoral volatility may itself be a 
symptom of partisan re-sorting. In that case, we 
might expect the number of independent voters 
to decline somewhat as modified party identi-
ties gradually crystallize again. I don't necessarily 
expect this to happen, since I believe that other 
factors have also contributed to party decline. But 
it is an intriguing possibility. 
Perhaps the best way to think about the 
changing shape of American party politics is as 
a race between party decline and party realign-
ment. If party decline is one possible outcome 
of independent voter discontent, party redefi-
nition is another. It would not be the first time 
in American history that our party system has 
changed in response to electoral pressure. Will 
Republicans and Democrats revitalize themselves 
along somewhat different electoral bases, draw-
ing discontented voters back into their respective 
folds? Or will they remain stuck halfway between 
the old, Democratic-populist alignment and the 
new, Republican-populist one, losing old voters 
without attracting new ones and watching the elec-
torate continue to pivot back and forth between 
two options that take turns demonstrating their 
unattractiveness to large voter coalitions? The 
shape of the next decades of American politics 
may well turn on whether our parties complete 
this process of identity swapping before voters 
lose patience with them altogether. t 
Peter Meilaender is Associate Professor of 
Political Science at Houghton College. 
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Why God Loves the Blues, Part Ill 
Christian Scharen 
0 VER THE LAST YEAR OR SO I HAVE BEEN laboring at the intersection of church and culture, writing here in The Cresset 
under the provocatively put statement "Why God 
loves the Blues:' In my first installment, I told the 
story of Billie Holiday's song "Strange Fruit;' show-
ing the ways the blues have expressed the sorrows 
of an oppressed people. As the story continued in a 
second installment, I showed how the blues revival 
(especially in England) positioned the blues as the 
"devil's music;' a characterization distorted by 
British scholars unfamiliar with the complex cul-
ture of African American religion and culture. In 
this last installment, I offer another interpretation 
of the blues, one that sees the intimate connections 
between Saturday night and Sunday morning. 
Most white scholars, as ethnomusicologist 
Jon Michael Spencer notes, confuse the "so-called 
'atheism' of the blues as nothing more than a 
polemical moment for blues singers to stand in 
opposition to a history of oppression by white 
'theists' (Christians), a polemical moment that 
by no means precluded blues being fundamen-
tally religious" (1993, xv). The truth is, however, 
that the (white) Christian bifurcation of good and 
evil, soul and body, church hymns and the blues, 
deeply marked the culture of African Americans 
and the blues players themselves. Alan Lomax, 
the extraordinary folk music scholar whose field 
recordings helped popularize many early blues 
players, recalled this encounter on the Smithers 
Plantation near Huntsville, Texas in the 1930s. The 
manager brought in a man by the name of "One-
Eye Charley:' Lomax continues: 
The manager said: One-Eye, these gentle-
men want to hear some real, old-time 
nigger singin', not hymns, but some of the 
songs you've sort of made up out in the 
field, choppin' cotton or plowin' with the 
mules. 
By this time One-Eye had strained his 
head up and away from us until it was 
impossible to catch his eye. Through his 
patched and tattered shirt, one could see 
the sweat bursting out and streaming 
down his hairy chest. 
I ain't no kind of a songster myself, boss. 
'Cose I do hum dese here sancrified hymns 
sometimes, but I'se a member of de chuch 
an' I done dean forgot all de wor'ly songs 
I ever knowed. (Lomax, 10) 
The question of what it might mean that One-Eye, 
faced with a white man who wanted to record his 
songs, claimed to have "done dean forgot all de 
wor'ly songs I ever knowed" divides scholarship 
on the blues. 
One perspective is to read the divide as strict 
separation. The relation of blues to the gospel, of 
Saturday night to Sunday morning, Paul Oliver 
argued in his 1960 study Blues Fell Like Morning, 
is literally like night and day. The blues is a secu-
lar form cast out from the church: "blues that is 
performing a specifically religious function may 
scarcely be said to exist" (117-118). For a case in 
point, he turned to "Foolin' Blues" by Texas blues-
man J. T. "Funny Papa" Smith: 
Some people tells me that God takes care 
of old folks and fools (twice) 
But since I've been born he must have 
changed the rule. 
I used to ask God questions, then answer 
the questions myself (twice) 
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'Bout when I was born, wonder was 
there any mercy left? 
Y'know until six months ago I hadn't 
prayed a pray since God know when 
(twice) 
Now I'm asking God everyday to please 
forgive me for my sins. 
You know it must be the devil I'm 
servin', I know it can't be Jesus Christ 
(twice) 
'Cause I ask him to save me and look like 
he trying to take my life. 1 
Oliver responded to this lyric by claiming that 
"blues is somewhat bereft of spiritual values:' 
"Lowerclass Blacks often had to decide whether to 
accept with meekness the cross they had to bear in 
this world and to join the church with the promise 
of'Eternal Peace in the Promised Land' or whether 
to attempt to meet the present world on its own 
terms, come what maY:' "The blues singer;' Oliver 
concludes, "chose the latter course" (117-118). 
Part of the problem here is simply Oliver's too 
simplistic outsider reading of the culture and con-
text of African American life. Angela Davis takes 
appropriate offense at Oliver's portrayal of south-
ern black people "primarily concerned with the 
business ofliving day-to-day, of'getting along' with 
the Whites, of conforming and making the best of 
their circumstances" (Ibid.). There is no excuse, 
Davis retorted, for representing blacks as merely 
victims of circumstances. Blacks did indeed survive 
by what W E. B. DuBois called a "two-ness" or a 
"double-consciousness;' one used in relation to the 
master to survive and another when out of earshot 
(1989, 5).2 But to confuse one mode for both is to 
confuse the meaning of both-the foil of "getting 
by" made space for all manner of resistance tactics 
even in the time of slavery and the disappointment 
of the post -Civil War Reconstruction Era out of 
which the blues arose. But Oliver wrote in the late 
1950s, as Davis notes. "Such a position is especially 
offensive;' Davis retorted, "considering the fact that 
the era during which [Oliver] wrote this book-the 
years following the Montgomery bus boycott -was 
the beginning of one of the most influential social 
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movements in modern world history" (1998, 93). 
Such misreading of the overall cultural context 
directly relates to Oliver's misreading of the stark 
divide between spirituals and the blues, between 
sacred and the secular. Blues scholar Jon Michael 
Spencer argues that rather than a divide between 
preachers and blues singers, a more accurate 
understanding would see one culture that includes 
both spirituals and the blues contains an ongoing 
dialog often within the blues singers themselves. 
Responding to "Foolin' Blues" quoted above, 
Spencer writes that speaking the truth, a virtue 
rooted in a shared moral universe between church 
and the blues, called at times for what seemed to be 
a sacrilegious critique of God. Quoting bluesman 
Henry Townsend, Spencer makes his point: 
Some people think that the blues is some-
thing that is evil-I don't. If the blues is 
delivered in the truth, which most of them 
are, if I sing the blues and tell the truth, 
what have I done? What have I commit-
ted? I haven't lied. (1990, 122) 
Here, Spencer argues, we hear a version of the 
beatitudes-"Blessed are those who bear no false 
witness" -articulated by the blues over against 
the "hypocrisy and self-righteousness of the 
churched" (123). 
In the moving last chapter to his famous work 
The Souls of Black Folk, DuBois characterized the 
slave spirituals as "sorrow songs" in a way that 
shows their interconnection with the culture that 
produced the blues. They are, DuBois wrote, "the 
music of an unhappy people, of the children of dis-
appointment; they tell of death and suffering and 
unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty 
wanderings and hidden ways:' Yet time and again, 
DuBois noted, through the Sorrow Songs, the 
"minor cadences of despair" turn to the "sound of 
Jubilee" in anticipation of the justice of God and 
another world beyond the reality of daily suffering. 
This haunted DuBois, sensitive to the fact that they 
had precious evidence in the midst of their lives to 
justify such hope. Wondering aloud in the face of 
this seemingly blind hope that "sometime, some-
where, men will judge men by their souls and not 
by their skins;' DuBois rhetorically asks: "Is such 
a hope justified? Do the Sorrow Songs sing true?" 
(1989, 186). 
In the first serious treatment of the blues as 
religious music, theologian James Cone picks up on 
DuBois's question of the spirituals singing true. He 
contends that when the blues and the spirituals are 
considered together, it is clear that "the blues and 
the spirituals flow from the same bedrock of expe-
rience, and neither is an adequate interpretation 
of black life without the commentary of the other" 
(1972, 100). Calling the blues "secular spirituals;' 
Cone points out how the blues take as their subject 
the "secular" in the sense that they chronicle "the 
immediate and affirm the bodily expression of the 
black soul, including sexual manifestations:' Yet 
they are "spirituals" insofar as "they are impelled by 
the same search for the truth of black experience" 
(100). The particular truth of experience leading to 
the blues, Cone argues, was the frustration a gen-
eration after emancipation in the face of the social 
and legal disenfranchisement of black people. 
Still, despite constraints on every side, the basic 
freedoms allowing choice in love and marriage, as 
well as of movement from town to town, meant 
new gathering places emerged beyond the church, 
and from these new sites the blues preachers "pro-
claimed the Word of black existence, depicting its 
joy and sorrow, love and hate, and the awesome 
burden of being 'free' in a racist society when one is 
black:' The center of this Word, Cone says, is their 
character of truth telling. The blues, Cone argues, is 
synonymous with speaking the truth oflife, the life 
of "being black in a white racist society:' 
The complexity of the connections between 
the spiritual and the blues, between Saturday night 
and Sunday morning, between the pain of life and 
the struggle to sing truthfully about it, comes to life 
in the lives of blues singers themselves. Don and 
Emily Saliers, father and daughter musicians who 
cross the church-culture divide, agree. "Saturday 
night and Sunday morning are always in an ongo-
The complexity of the 
connections between the spiritual 
and the blues, between Saturday 
night and Sunday morning, 
between the pain of life and the 
struggle to sing truthfully about 
it, come to life in the lives of 
blues singers themselves. 
ing conversation, sometimes quarreling, sometimes 
in mutual respect. The cliche is that they are some-
how incompatible'' (see their beautiful 2005 book 
A Song to Sing, A Life To Live, p. 155). Framing 
these reflections by asking why God loves the blues 
counters the deaf ear much blues scholarship has 
turned to religion as a key thematic element that is 
shared by both the spirituals and the blues.3 ·~ 
Christian Scharen is Assistant Professor of 
Worship and Theology at Luther Seminary, 
St. Paul, Minnesota. He is currently writing 
Broken Hallelujahs: Imagination, Pop 
Culture, and God. 
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Endnotes 
1. J. T. "Funny Papa" Smith lived in Texas and 
recorded a number of blues songs with Vocalion 
in the 1930s. His first and most famous song, The 
Howlin' Wolf Blues, was recorded in 1930. 
2. "It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at 
one's self through the eyes of others, of measur-
ing one's soul by the tape of a world that looks 
on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels 
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The Brother as The Other 
Tyler Beane 
I 
F YOU WANT TO KNOW HOW MANY AMERICANS 
engage with theological questions such as 
"What does it mean to be human?" and "How 
should 1/we relate to the other?" you need to go 
to the movies. In particular, you need to see one 
of the many alien sci-fi films that have been com-
ing out in the past year. If you've seen District 9 
or Avatar, you know that both films tell stories 
about a human becoming an alien. These films do 
not contain your typical "Aliens = bad; humans = 
good" set-up so often seen in the alien invasion 
film or the space opera fantasy. In both films, the 
Us (humans) vs. Them (aliens) dynamic breaks 
down when the protagonist's biological humanity 
comes into question. 
District 9 and Avatar also feature astute obser-
vations about how society categorizes, marginalizes, 
and oppresses those deemed "other:' In most alien 
sci-fi films, humanity comes together and proj-
ects otherness entirely onto the evil aliens. When 
humanity comes under attack by extra-terrestrials, 
those oppressed because of race, sexuality, class, 
and gender regain their humanity. They certainly 
are human when compared to those evil aliens! 
Thus most alien sci-fi films miss the chance to 
question societal treatment of the other. The set-up 
will not allow it. However, in District 9 and Avatar, 
the lines between good and evil, human and alien 
are blurred. Mistreatment of the aliens takes on 
a different light when the protagonist is an alien. 
The viewer readily identifies with the protagonist 
and may begin to note the real-life parallels to 
the protagonist's plight. Issues such as immigra-
tion, imperialism, and social segregation spring 
to the fore. By placing the viewer in the shoes of 
the protagonist-turned-other, the films encourage 
the viewer to question the whole dynamic of Us vs. 
Them. They also provide an empathetic experience 
of seeing the self in the other. 
An earlier and lesser known film from 1984, 
John Sayles's The Brother from Another Planet, draws 
up a blueprint for this kind of sci-fi film. Sayles, an 
independent filmmaker who has been funding and 
distributing his own films for the last thirty years, 
is not shy when it comes to socio-political critique. 
Working within a variety of genres, Sayles's films 
often address the complexities of living in com-
munities in which "Us" and "Them" are slippery 
categories. Characters in Sayles's films must grap-
ple with issues of race, gender, sexuality, violence, 
drugs, and injustice. The untidy, unresolved nature 
of his narratives grates against the sensibilities of 
viewers who go to the movies to turn their brains 
off. It also reflects the ambiguity Sayles sees in the 
real-life issues presented by his films. The Brother 
from Another Planet is no exception. Though it did 
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not earn him an Oscar nomination for original 
screenplay, as Sayles's Lone Star and Passion Fish 
eventually would in the 1990s, the Brother's story 
raises pressing theological questions and social 
issues. If"Us" and "Them'' are fluid categories, then 
we must reconsider what it means to be human or 
alien. The question of how to relate to the other 
would become, ''Am I an other?" 
The Brother from Another Planet follows a non-
speaking, black-skinned, alien slave (Joe Morton) 
Empathy is a virtue. It calls on the 
part of humanity that is capable 
of moral feeling and action. So to 
suggest that the alien Brother is 
sensitive and empathetic toward 
the other is to say that the Brother 
is capable of what humanity 
strives for-moral excellence. 
who crash-lands on Earth in the course of escaping 
from a pair of white-skinned, alien, bounty hunters 
(David Strathairn and John Sayles). The escaped 
slave, "Brother;' gets so named when he wanders 
into a Harlem bar and the bar's regulars cannot get 
so much as a name out of him. Sayles describes the 
Brother's situation: "How alienated can you get? Not 
only are you out of a job and out of a home in New 
York City, and black, but you're not even from the 
damn planet and you can't tell anybody about it -or 
you don't want to tell anybody about it" (quoted in 
fohn Sayles: Interviews, Univ. of Mississippi Press, 
1999; p. 76). Sayles drops the viewer into the shoes 
of the most alienated, marginalized character he 
can imagine. Seeing through the Brother's eyes, 
viewers begin to see the Us in Them and the Them 
in Us. The categories slide into one another, while 
their supposed opposition becomes murkier and 
murkier. Conventional definitions of the human 
and the alien no longer suffice. 
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Brother becomes the testing ground for what 
is both human and alien. Certainly, Brother is an 
alien, since he is not from Earth. He also has many 
supernatural qualities, such as the ability to heal 
persons and things with his touch and the abil-
ity to remove his eyeball and use it as a recording 
device. These are things humans cannot do; thus 
he is alien. However, the viewer quickly recog-
nizes many qualities in Brother that are strikingly 
human, by which I mean, qualities that seem to be 
shared by most humans. For one, Brother looks 
like he could be a human being, and, for the most 
part, people look at him as such in the film. The 
Brother also seems to share basic human emotions, 
such as fear, happiness, wonder, etc. His eyes light 
up in awe when he sees the vivid oranges, reds, and 
pinks of his first sunrise. Brother also has familiar 
human needs and cravings, such as the need for 
food and desire for sex. 
And finally, Brother has empathy and acts on 
it. This trait moves beyond basic human traits; it is 
what most religions prescribe for the lives of their 
believers. Empathy is a virtue. It calls on the part 
of humanity that is capable of moral feeling and 
action. So to suggest that the alien Brother is sensi-
tive and empathetic toward the other is to say that 
the Brother is capable of what humanity strives 
for-moral excellence. Brother's empathy paints 
Brother not just as human, but as a good person. 
This natural predisposition to empathy 
becomes apparent quickly in the film. For instance, 
when Brother hops on one foot (the other was 
injured in the crash) into the empty Ellis Island 
immigration facility at the beginning of the film, 
he hears the shouts, cries, and anxious voices of 
persons who had at one time passed through the 
facility. The experience is not something that the 
Brother seeks out. At first, Brother hears the voices 
of the immigrants by touching a column and a 
bench within the facility. However, when Brother 
tries to escape the voices by withdrawing his touch 
from specific parts of the building, the manifold 
voices come from the ceiling, from the wall, the 
floor, the windows, the chandeliers. Sayles jumps to 
a first-person camera view as Brother hops around 
in a circle so the viewer can literally look through 
the Brother's frantic eyes. As the voices reach a cli-
max, Brother throws back his head and sends forth 
a silent scream. Unearthing the buried human pain 
from the building, Brother feels the pain himself 
and screams with them. 
Brother also demonstrates empathy by giving 
a listening ear to those who need it. Through his 
silent, assuring presence, he becomes whatever 
the person speaking to him needs him to be. For 
instance, the singer he hooks up with for one night 
muses, "How come I like you so much? You could 
be anybodY:' Perhaps that is exactly why she does 
like him! He can be an exciting lover that whisks 
her away from the drudgery of touring and the 
sleaziness of bar owners, at least for one night. 
However, Brother does not always accept the pas-
sive roles projected onto him. 
The passive empathy becomes active when 
Brother stumbles across the body of a boy who 
has overdosed on drugs lying in a trash heap. After 
using the boy's needle and experiencing the highs 
and lows of the drug himself, Brother sets out the 
next day to track down the source of the drugs. 
After some detective work, Brother finds himself 
in the office of the drug kingpin (Edward Baran). 
First, Brother allows the kingpin to experience the 
effect that the drugs have on society. He places his 
eyeball in the kingpin's hand, thereby replaying in 
the kingpin's mind the visual memory Brother has 
of the teen's dead body. Then Brother kills him by 
holding a plastic bag over the man's face. In this 
strangely violent moment, Brother is attempting to 
stop the drug trade and the abuse of the marginal-
ized who are sucked into lives controlled by drugs. 
The murder is an especially complicated action 
to judge in terms of the brother's human and alien 
qualities; however, it is exactly this kind of test-
case that proves that definitions of human and 
alien are hard to pin down. Who is the human and 
who is the alien in the case of the kingpin and the 
Brother? Both kill inhumanely: one indirectly; the 
other directly. The kingpin appears to be motivated 
by money and the Brother appears to be motivated 
by a desire to end injustice. Is it possible to describe 
one motivation as human and one as inhuman? 
The Brother is an alien, an other, but so is every 
character in the film to someone else in the film. 
The whites are other to the blacks, blacks to whites, 
Latinos to whites and blacks, etc. These attitudes 
are conveyed with statements throughout the film, 
such as "Haitians have diseases, voodoo germs" and 
"White folks get stranger all the time:' The color of 
skin is a real boundary to many in the film, and 
otherness is drawn along other boundaries as well. 
When Brother first walks into the community bar 
in Harlem and refuses to talk, the men at the bar 
throw out many suggestions as to what kind of 
other the Brother is. For example: "The man is deaf, 
the man is crazy, or the man is a wino:' When faced 
with a person who acts differently or strangely, the 
default reaction is to categorize rather than to empa-
thize. For the most part, Brother does not have this 
default reaction. Brother continually crosses the 
boundaries that most people in society follow. 
Though Brother cannot speak or refuses to 
speak in the film, Sayles gives Brother's experiences 
a voice in the film, and, through Brother's experi-
ences, gives voice to the undocumented, enslaved, 
homeless, unemployed, impoverished, racially-
profiled, addicted, and marginalized in America. 
The viewer shares these experiences by seeing 
through the alien's eyes. By drawing Brother as the 
most alienated of the marginalized in society, Sayles 
makes an analogy between the traditional sci-fi 
dichotomy of the human and the alien, and the 
very real American cultural dichotomies of citizen 
and illegal, "white" and "colored;' rich and poor, 
and so on. Then by breaking down the boundar-
ies between the human and alien, Sayles invites the 
viewer to wonder about the analogous social dichot-
omies. Do such boundaries distract from or even 
propagate injustices to the marginalized? How can 
I move beyond such categories to walk with those 
who are marginalized? Are the questions of"What 
does it mean to be human?" and "How should II 
we relate to the other?" helpful questions for liv-
ing empathetic lives. The self-conscious twisting of 
the questions into one-"Am I an other?"-does 
not seem enough either. We need a question that 
reflects a greater scope of relationality: How should 
1/we relate to all of creation? 1 
Tyler Beane is currently pursuing an MA in 
Systematic Theology at Luther Seminary, 
St. Paul, Minnesota. 
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The Hungry Voice 
I 
J.D. Buhl 
BETTYE LAVETTE KNOWS WHAT SHE's up against. Recording new, and possi-bly definitive, versions of a song closely 
associated with another artist is no easy task. "It 
took me twenty years to separate 'Lush Life' from 
Johnny Hartman;' she admits. It may take Classic 
Rock fans just as long to separate "Wish You Were 
Here" or ''All My Love" from Pink Floyd and Led 
Zeppelin in order to give Ms. La Vette's renditions 
a chance. 
LaVette's 2010 release Interpretations: The 
British Rock Songbook is a long way from Pat 
Boone's In a Metal Mood or Paul Anka's Rock 
Swings. Those projects were attempts to recast the 
singer as an artist with something to say about 
their chosen material; the original versions were 
never threatened by such shenanigans. La Vette's 
recording, however, is an opportunity to discover 
whether these songs have something to say to 
this artist. The work of a well-respected soul and 
rhythm and blues veteran, Interpretations is a stun-
ning collection of thirteen war horses, stripped of 
their armor and bright bunting and laid bare as the 
flesh-and-blood beasts they are: battered, bruised, 
bleeding, but somehow up for the fight. 
This is an album both market -specific and 
time-and-placeless, at once respectful and irrever-
ent. "Songs don't really intimidate me:' she told the 
Los Angeles Times. She listened to the three hundred 
her husband Kevin Kiley presented to her-many 
of which she'd never heard before-with an artist's 
ear. ''I'm arrogant;' she told the Wall Street Journal. 
"When I can hear me singing it, that's when I like 
a song:' So unlike many attempts at interpretation, 
she doesn't come to these numbers as records or 
as Moments of Greatness to be recreated (think 
Great White's "Once Bitten Twice Shy" or Quiet 
Riot doing Slade); she doesn't even approach them 
as a fan of the Rolling Stones or the Beatles. But 
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she does come at them as a black American art-
ist well aware of the debt this music owes to black 
American artists. 
As usual, Pete Townshend says it best. In his 
foreword to photographer Tom Wright's Roadwork 
(2007), The Who guitarist writes: 
It is clear now that R&B was vital to the 
shift in function of postwar pop. From 
dance music designed as a romantic salve 
for the walking wounded of various wars, 
we moved to the irritant teenaged codes 
of 1960s pop. This new music was partly 
aimed at that same scarred older gen-
eration and suggested that their postwar 
trauma, horror, and shame-hitherto 
denied and untreated-had somehow 
echoed down to us. R&B, mainly per-
formed by American black musicians and 
including some powerfully rhythmic jazz 
and the most edgy folk music of the time, 
was what underpinned British pop music 
of the 1960s new wave. The combination 
of complaint, confrontation, and self-heal-
ing that was wrapped up in the average 
R&B song-usually sung by a disgruntled 
but sanguine older black American-was 
the right model for my white middle- and 
working-class British generation too. It 
changed for the next forty years the pur-
pose and function of pop music itself. 
In fact, a disgruntled but sanguine older black 
American brought Townshend to tears perform-
ing Quadrophenia's "Love Reign O'er Me" as a 
combination of complaint, confrontation, and self-
healing some forty-five years after Townshend's 
own appropriation of R&B began, and this was 
the inspiration for Interpretations. La Vette's tele-
vised performance at the 2008 Kennedy Center 
Honors became the model for other radical recon-
structions of tired songs by Classic Rock titans 
Elton John, Derek & the Dominos, and a few solo 
Beatles. 
It also secured LaVette the sort of critical and 
commercial acceptance she deserved but that-
as she makes achingly clear with Ringo's first 
Top Ten hit -don't come easy. The Muskegon, 
Michigan-born singer cut her first side as a teen-
ager ("My Man-He's a Lovin' Man;' 1962) and 
went on to make singles for Lupine, Calla, Big 
Wheel, Karen, Silver Fox, SSS International, TCA, 
Atco, Epic and West End. After she returned to 
Atlantic (which had released "Lovin' Man''), her 
first album was recorded in the 1970s but never 
released. She persevered, receiving four stars in 
The New Rolling Stone Record Guide ( 1983) for 
Tell Me a Lie on Motown, which Dave Marsh 
called "the best album of this journeywoman soul 
singer's career:' After a successful live-in-Europe 
CD at the beginning of this decade, she released 
A Woman Like Me on Blues Express (which gar-
nered a W C. Handy award) and I've Got My Own 
Hell to Raise on Anti-, her current label. It was 
this Joe Henry-produced album of songs by Fiona 
Apple, Joan Armatrading, Rosanne Cash, Dolly 
Parton, and Lucinda Williams, among others, that 
set the comeback carpets unrolling and led her to 
the Kennedy Center stage. 
This recent set does not then lift La Vette from 
the category of "Fairly Obscure R&B Artists" and 
drop her into that of "Soon-to-be Household 
Names:' It raises her from merely a great singer to 
the level of a Susannah McCorkle: that of a great 
interpreter. McCorkle, the American jazz and pop 
vocalist who "never recorded a weak album" from 
the late 1970s to her death in 2001, was critically 
regarded as the music's foremost interpreter. She 
did not improvise on melodies, did not use a song 
to draw attention to her superfluous voice or com-
plex personality. Instead, as Scott Yanow put it, 
"she [brought] the proper emotional intensity to 
the words she [sang]; a lyricist's dream!" And yet, 
melodies are enhanced by previously undiscov-
ered subtleties and harmonies; tempos are played 
with; attention is brought to bear upon the singer 
as well as the song. At her best (which she often 
was ranging through her 3,000-song repertoire), 
McCorkle knew that there is room for the inter-
preter's experience, for finding her own reason to 
sing the piece. But the way is narrow. Finding that 
space in the then and filling it with just enough 
now is the interpreter's art. 
Bettye LaVette has become such a dream art-
ist, bringing the proper emotional intensity to the 
lyrics of songs you know so well, you may not 
imagine they hold any more emotional possibili-
ties within them. 
A healthy auditory imagination is the first 
freedom compromised by a limited Classic Rock 
playlist. According to an article in Spin magazine, 
"If respondents to a phone survey don't recognize 
and like a song in seven seconds, it's not 'clas-
sic; and you'll almost never hear it on [a Classic 
Rock station]:' When La Vette begins singing, it 
will take you longer than seven seconds to rec-
ognize and like some of these songs, because 
you've never heard the lyrics delivered with such 
intentionality before. It can be liberating to hear 
a new now within your own then, and artists get 
this. The Moody Blues' Justin Hayward told the 
Los Angeles Times that of the several hundred cov-
ers of "Nights in White Satin;' he'd never heard 
anyone do it better than the original. "But now 
I'm free in a strange way, because maybe it's been 
done at last:' 
"No one could tell me what 'Nights in White 
Satin' means;' La Vette explained to The Wall 
Street Journal; so she found her own reason to 
sing the piece. Thinking of the difficult relation-
ship between her and her adult daughter, she rose 
above the song's vagueness and invested her ver-
sion with some exact emotions-not Hayward's, 
and not yours perhaps. But La Vette's experience 
fills that space, and the song becomes impres-
sive again, full of potential meanings. It all comes 
down to that repeated "I love you:' 
No one could tell me what "Nights in White 
Satin" means, either. A second freedom quashed 
by Classic Rock hegemony is historical context. 
Despite the "classic" status now bestowed upon 
them, who remembers that the Moodies-once 
a fine little R&B band themselves-have never 
received more than three stars from Rolling Stone 
for any of their albums and that most of their 
"pretentiousness" has been given two or fewer? 
Who remembers that in 1975 Pink Floyd's Wish 
You Were Here was considered a dull, annoyingly 
competent piece of product in light of Dark Side of 
the Moon, and that reviewer Ben Edmonds could 
describe its title piece as "the most successful song 
on the album until the full band makes its grandly 
faceless entrance, at which point the number 
immediately nosedives to ho-hum level"? 
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Hail La Vette the Liberator, whose impas-
sioned delivery of even Roger Waters's weak lyrics 
removes another brick from the wall of monolithic 
nonsense. 
One thing true of great interpreters (Rod 
Stewart and Jacqui Naylor are interesting excep-
tions) is that they are often not songwriters 
themselves; they depend upon the words of oth-
ers for their self-expression. Though a published 
writer of fiction and nonfiction, and a translator 
of poetry and song lyrics in several languages, 
Susannah McCorkle was not a songwriter. She 
spent her career not only bringing out the subtle-
ties in well-known compositions but searching 
through the catalog of the songwriters themselves, 
looking for that under-recorded gem that would 
allow her the chance to express something from 
deep within herself. Bettye La Vette has that same 
hungry voice, but with a more feral, less sophisti-
cated essence; she shares that restlessness that keeps 
her gleaning the margins of the pop field hoping to 
find songs that provide lyrical imagery for the pic-
tures only she sees. This time around, Traffic's "No 
Time to Live" provides such an opportunity. 
Such is the interpreter's art that La Vette's see-
ing and hearing new possibilities in the songs on 
Interpretations allows listeners to do the same. 
But such is the complacency of the Classic Rock 
audience, that it may take some hard looking and 
listening before these possibilities become real. ;-
If you know what "Nights in White Satin" 
means, send your cogent argument to 
jdbuhl@gmail.com. 
SACRAMENT 
When the bread and wine are blessed 
and the holy water touches the soft pate 
of the newly redeemed, I strain to catch 
a glimpse-a spark, a puff of smoke, the 
shadow of a dove descending or rising-
but the caul of my condition obscures 
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my vision and I cannot see. Walk with me 
as you walked with the Hebrews; talk with me 
as you talked with the prophets; touch me 
as you touched the blind and the lame. I am 
your child yet I have never seen 




Mohsin Hamid's The Reluctant Fundamentalist 
Martha Greene Eads 
I 
N EXTOLLING THE LITERARY IMAGINATION 
in his recent Imagination in Place (2010), 
Wendell Berry might have been writing about 
Mohsin Hamid's novel from a few years earlier, The 
Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007). Berry explains that 
"[b]y 'imagination';' he does not "mean the ability 
to make things up or to make a realistic copy;' but 
instead, "the ability to make real to oneself the life 
of one's place or the life of one's enemy" (30). Berry 
elaborates by quoting William Carlos Williams on 
"the 'single force' of imagination'': 
"To refine, to clarify, to intensify that eter-
nal moment in which we live alone ... " 
And imagination, in this sense, is not pas-
sively holding up a mirror to nature; it is 
a changing force. It does not produce illu-
sions, or copies of reality, or "plagiarism 
after nature:' And yet it does not produce 
artificiality. It does not lead away from 
reality but towards it. It can be used to 
show relationships. By it "the old facts of 
history" are "reunited in present passion:' 
(31) 
In The Reluctant Fundamentalist, Hamid has imag-
ined a layered account of love and loss, ambition 
and nostalgia, that sets his Pakistani protagonist's 
romantic and professional quests in the US along-
side the purposes of two ally-nations who function 
at times almost as enemies. Hamid's "present 
passion'' -a painful ambivalence about both his 
native Pakistani and adopted American cultures-
helps us think about old and not -so-old facts of 
history in new ways. 
Much as Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man 
introduced readers in 1952 to a disaffected yet 
sympathetic black American while also providing 






Harvest Books, 2008 
invites us to consider life here in the twenty-first 
century from a Pakistani perspective. 
Hamid is particularly well situated to offer 
this instruction. Like Changez, The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist's twenty-two-year-old title char-
acter, he was born in Pakistan and earned his 
bachelor's degree at Princeton before going to work 
as a management consultant. Changez's entry into 
American culture came with his college enrollment; 
however, Hamid lived in the US as a young child 
before returning to complete his education. He 
describes himself as having been "half-American'' 
and "a full-fledged New Yorker" by the time he fin-
ished the first draft of The Reluctant Fundamentalist 
in 2001, three months before 9/11 (Reese; "Hamish 
Hamilton ... "). Hamid's insider-knowledge gives 
him the kind of familiarity Berry finds lacking 
among writers who stereotype his neighbors in the 
rural southern United States-those who "don't 
know any country people in particular and are 
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in general afraid of them" ( 13-14). Hamid knows 
both Pakistanis and Americans and isn't afraid of 
them-or is perhaps equally afraid of them but still 
unwilling to objectify them. 
Although he had done significant work on 
The Reluctant Fundamentalist before 9/11, Hamid 
revised the manuscript significantly to focus on 
Changez's life in New York City around the ter-
rorist attacks that took place that day. The novel 
is more allegorical than historical, enough so that 
some readers may find it heavy-handed. Those 
who don't mind a generous dose of symbolism, 
however, will likely find Changez's first-person 
account riveting. Back in Lahore after college and 
a career crash in the US, the young man reminisces 
through an afternoon and evening to a mysteri-
ous American he meets in a market square about 
his aborted courtship of Erica, another Princeton 
grad. Just as their relationship was taking root, 
Erica had retreated into nostalgic fantasies about 
her childhood sweetheart, who had died of cancer 
two years earlier. Simultaneously, Changez's ini-
tially sizzling career fizzled. Although post-9/11 
suspicion of Muslims contributed to his profes-
sional downfall, Changez's increasing skepticism 
about what he comes to see as Western financial 
imperialism transformed him into a postmod-
ern Bartleby. Having sabotaged his own career, 
he returns to Pakistan, where he becomes a uni-
versity lecturer who may or may not be inciting 
terrorist acts against US interests. 
While several reviewers have complained that 
"Changez" is too obvious a name for a character 
in this situation, Hamid has pointed out that it 
doesn't signify "change" but is instead "the Urdu 
name for Genghis, as in Genghis Khan." He elab-
orates: 
It's the name of a warrior, and the novel 
plays with the notion of a parallel between 
war and international finance, which is 
Changez' occupation. But at the same 
time, the name cautions against a particu-
lar reading of the novel. Genghis attacked 
the Arab Muslim civilization of his time, so 
Changez would be an odd choice of name 
for a Muslim fundamentalist. ("Mohsin 
Hamid: 'We Are Already Afraid"') 
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Reviewers haven't commented, however, on the 
more interesting linking of "Erica'' with America. 
Even when presented with a considerate, highly 
capable, and attractive new potential partner, Erica 
keeps looking longingly back in time for her dead 
love. That he was named "Chris" seems no coin-
cidence either. America, the novel hints, clings in 
isolation to its own cultural shreds, Christianity 
among them, instead of entering into genuine cul-
tural, political, and economic exchange. 
Although Erica is initially a winsome charac-
ter, her focus on the past renders her emotionally 
sterile. After graduation, Erica and Changez estab-
lish their connection while vacationing in Greece 
with mutual friends, among whom they each 
stand apart. An aspiring novelist, Erica is beautiful 
and elusive-although appearing less than elu-
sive when she (alone among the women in their 
group) follows the local custom on a topless beach. 
A stereotypical Muslim male character would react 
strongly to such an action, but Changez, a secular 
Pakistani who has "experienced all the intimacies 
[American] college students commonly experi-
ence;' feels sexually attracted to Erica without 
attaching any more significance to her removing 
her bikini top than a secular American might (26). 
In time, he dreams of taking her back to Lahore as 
his bride. As their relationship deepens, Changez 
eventually attempts to make love to her, but she 
cannot respond until he urges her to pretend that 
he is Chris (26). Afterward, he says, he felt a con-
fusing mix of emotions: 
I felt at once both satiated and ashamed. 
My satiation was understandable to me; 
my shame was more confusing. Perhaps, 
by taking on the persona of another, I had 
diminished myself in my own eyes; per-
haps I was humiliated by the continuing 
dominance, in the strange romantic trian-
gle of which I was a part, of my dead rival; 
perhaps I was worried that I had acted 
selfishly and I sensed, even then, that I had 
done Erica some terrible harm. (106) 
While Changez wonders whether his actions were 
despicable, the novel nevertheless presents him as 
highly sympathetic-a would-be gallant in love 
with a beauty who simply can't deliver all that she 
seems to promise. Readers may even ask whether 
Erica, in fact, has used Changez. As in Ellison's 
Invisible Man, love and sex are suggestive of vexed 
political realities. 
Even so, Erica is sympathetic, too-a nai:ve 
yet tragic figure not unlike the America Changez 
finds both alluring and impenetrable. More than 
a tease, Erica, like Changez, is a focus for com-
passion. Her fascination with islands-one in a 
treasured sketch Chris drew as a boy and another 
she makes the setting for her award-winning 
Princeton creative writing thesis-underscores 
her isolation. While in some sense she chooses 





of Erica parallels 




rather than willfully 
destructive of self or 
others. Hamid, who 
has lived in London 
since August 2001, 
admits that he was 
somewhat surprised 
by the following his 
novel developed in the US: 
I had been bracing myself for a more 
negative reaction in America. Instead 
the novel made it onto the bestseller lists 
and received sympathetic reviews. My 
intention had been to write a novel that 
said some difficult things, offered one 
character's rather forceful critique of 
America, but that did so from a stand-
point of enormous affection. Changez 
is in love with America, and with an 
American woman, after all. Critique that 
mocks or offends is easily rejected, but 
critique that comes from a position of 
shared desire has the potential to start a 
conversation. ("Mohsin Hamid: 'We Are 
Already Afraid"') 
Hamid's obvious appreciation for both Pakistan and 
the United States enables him to create characters 
from both countries whom readers come to care 
for, despite (or perhaps, to some degree, because 
of) their deep flaws. His appreciation, cultivated 
through long acquaintance with both Pakistanis 
and Americans, enables him to avoid the carica-
tures Wendell Berry denounces in Imagination in 
Place. Instead of stereotyping, Hamid keeps his 
central characters surprising. Despite baring her 
breasts, Erica remains free of the Girls Gone Wild 
taint; Changez confesses that he smiled when he 
saw television cov-
erage of the Twin 
Towers' collapses, 
but his affection 




does have an agenda 
of sorts, Hamid has 
said, "I don't want 
to be a Michael 
Moore-style art-
ist, which is not to 
disparage Michael 
Moore. But he 
seems rather unsuc-
cessful at winning people over who don't already 
agree with him" (Reese). Hamid would likely iden-
tify instead with Ralph Ellison, who writes in the 
introduction to Invisible Man about his efforts "to 
avoid writing what might turn out to be nothing 
more than another novel of racial protest instead 
of the dramatic study in comparative humanity 
which I thought any worthwhile novel should be" 
(xviii). Like Wendell Berry, Ellison grounds his 
writing in a political understanding of imagina-
tion: "[T]he human imagination is integrative-and 
the same is true of the centrifugal force that inspir-
its the democratic process. And while fiction is but 
a form of symbolic action, a mere game of 'as if, 
therein lies its true function and its potential for 
effecting change. For at its most serious, just as 
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is true of politics at its best, it is a thrust toward a 
human ideal" (xx). Ellison's sense of purpose aligns 
with a laudable literary advocacy Berry describes, 
one to which Hamid also seems to be aspiring in 
The Reluctant Fundamentalist: 
If ... you want to write a whole story about 
whole people-living souls, not "higher 
animals" -you must reach for a reality 
which is inaccessible merely to observa-
tion or perception but which in addition 
requires imagination, for imagination 
knows more than the eye sees, and also 
inspiration, which you can only hope and 
pray for. You will find, I think, that this 
effort involves even a sort of advocacy. 
Advocacy, as a lot of people will affirm, is 
dangerous to art, and you must be aware of 
the danger, but if you accept the health of 
the place as a standard, I think, the advo-
cacy is going to be present in your work. 
Hovering over nearly everything I have 
written is the question of how a human 
economy might be conducted with rever-
ence, and therefore with due respect and 
kindness toward everything involved. This, 
if it ever happens, will be the maturation of 
American culture. (Berry 15) 
Hamid's novel demonstrates what can happen to 
individuals when the health of their place is shot, 
or, to use Berry's other image, when their culture 
does not mature. American culture, as Changez 
experiences it, isn't mature; like Erica, the United 
States he knows remains a selfish adolescent. 
Changez's awakening to his own complicity in 
American egocentrism comes through an encoun-
ter with Juan-Bautista, a Chilean publisher whose 
business Changez's high-powered company evalu-
ates for acquisition by another client firm. Having 
obediently heeded his employers' directives to 
"focus on the fundamentals, ... a single-minded 
attention to financial detail" (98), Changez comes 
to question those fundamentals after he arrives in 
Valparaiso: 
Yes, I... had previously derived com-
fort from my firm's exhortations to focus 
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intensely on work, but now I saw that in 
this constant striving to realize a financial 
future, no thought was given to the criti-
cal personal and political issues that affect 
one's emotional present. In other words, 
my blinders were coming off, and I was 
dazzled and rendered immobile by the 
sudden broadening of my arc of vision. 
(145) 
Juan-Bautista's questions about Changez's par-
ticipation in American economic imperialism 
hit the young man hard: 
"May I ask you a rather personal ques-
tion?" "Certainly;' I said. "Does it trouble 
you;' he inquired, "to make your living 
by disrupting the lives of others?" "We 
just value;' I replied. "We do not decide 
whether to buy or to sell, or indeed what 
happens to a company after we have val-
ued if' He nodded; he lit a cigarette and 
took a sip from his glass of wine. Then he 
asked, "Have you heard of the janissar-
ies?" "No;' I said. "They were Christian 
boys;' he explained, "captured by the 
Ottomans and trained to be soldiers in 
a Muslim army, at that time the greatest 
army in the world. They were ferocious 
and utterly loyal: they had fought to erase 
their civilizations, so they had nothing 
else to turn to:' 
Juan-Bautista's words plunged me 
into a deep bout of introspection. I 
spent that night considering what I had 
become. There really could be no doubt: 
I was a modern-day janissary, a servant 
of the American empire .... (151-52) 
The next day, Changez gives notice. He tells his 
companion in the Lahore market, '~ll I knew 
was that my days of focusing on fundamentals 
were done" (153-54). Like Ellison's I. M., who, 
during his own New York City odyssey, finally 
sees through the blinding rhetoric others have 
employed in order to make him their puppet, 
Changez becomes an increasingly reluctant "fun-
damentalist:' 
Also like I. M., Changez moves through con-
fusion to rage. After a last futile attempt to see 
Erica, he prepares to return to Pakistan: 
I would like to claim that my final days in 
New York passed in a state of enlightened 
calm; nothing could be further from the 
truth. I was an incoherent and emotional 
madman, flying off into rages and sinking 
into depressions. Sometimes I would lie in 
bed, thinking in circles, asking the same 
questions about why and where Erica 
had gone; sometimes I would find myself 
walking the streets, flaunting my beard 
as a provocation, craving conflict with 
anyone foolhardy enough to antagonize 
me. Affronts were everywhere; the rheto-
ric emerging from your country at that 
moment in history. . . provided a ready 
and constant fuel for my anger. 
It seemed to me then-and to be hon-
est, sir, seems to me still-that America 
was engaged only in posturing. As a soci-
ety, you were unwilling to reflect upon the 
shared pain that united you with those who 
attacked you. You retreated into myths of 
your own difference, assumptions of your 
own superiority .... Such an America had 
to be stopped in the interests not only in 
the rest of humanity, but also in your own. 
(167-68) 
Like Ellison's protagonist, who plots to bring down 
the political Brotherhood he has formerly served, 
Changez aspires to bring to an end the American 
Dream he has come to regard a nightmare. 
Revealing either the nature of Changez's efforts 
to "stop" America or the outcome of his Lahore 
market encounter would wring The Reluctant 
Fundamentalist of much of its suspense. Suffice it 
to say that the conclusion is where the novel parts 
company with Invisible Man (there, and in its rela-
tive brevity). I. M. has gone underground after his 
flirtation with anarchy but tells readers that he is 
coming out of hibernation. While his anger still 
burns, he nevertheless speaks of love's signifi-
cance as a counterpart to hatred and hints that he 
aspires to a mature conception of "social respon-
sibility:' He is daring to consider his kinship with 
all Americans, both sinned against and sinning. 
Changez, on the other hand, is not an American, 
and he has not moved beyond an "us" and "them" 
perspective. Where he is headed, he won't need to. 
Still, he leaves US readers with the experience of 
having related to someone who mastered certain 
aspects of our culture but nevertheless remained 
outside it-someone whose own culture and per-
spective command our consideration. The haunting 
quality of Changez's character and interactions, 
both personal and political, demonstrate Mohsin 
Hamid's shared sense of the challenge Wendell 
Berry offers: "If imagination is to have a real worth 
to us, it needs to have a practical, an economic, 
effect. It needs to establish us in our places with a 
practical respect for what is there beside ourselves" 
(33). The Reluctant Fundamentalist invites us both 
to reconsider our ideas of America and to get to 
know to our neighbors from places like Pakistan, 
both far away and living among us. ;-
Martha Greene Eads is Professor of English 
at Eastern Mennonite University. 
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The First Nowell 
Thomas C. Willadsen 
I 
T'S THAT TIME OF YEAR WHEN PEOPLE ARE 
weighing in on their least favorite Christmas 
songs. "The Little Drummer Boy" is often at 
the top of the list. How many "rum pa pum pum's" 
does a person need to hear in December? Or a 
lifetime? 
"Feliz Navidad" also makes many people's 
lists. In the true spirit of unity, this song manages 
to be irritating in two languages. 
At First Presbyterian Church, we have a tradi-
tion with Christmas hymns. We always sing "The 
First Noel" the Sunday after Christmas. This is 
because I am always on vacation the first Sunday 
after Christmas, and I cannot stand this song. 
How do I despise it? Let me count the ways. 
First, in our hymnal its title is "The First 
Nowell:' This alone is insulting. It's as though 
Presbyterians do not know that the two little 
dots over the "e" in "Noel;' a trema, indicate the 
absence of a diphthong. [Memo to self: "Absence 
of a Diphthong" great name for a rock band!] 
Someone familiar with this convention reads the 
title as it appears in our hymnal as though we are 
about to announce a severe water shortage, rather 
than the birth of baby Jesus. 
I am not unfamiliar with the work of the bril-
liant late twentieth century British philosopher, 
Robert Plant, who once opined, "You know, some-
times, words have two meanings:' In our hymnal 
it is certain that "Nowell" refers not to the holiday 
of Christmas, but to a song associated with that 
holiday. It is, however, curious to me that in the 
first Christmas song which gives this hymn its 
title the angels "did say;' rather than "did sing:' 
Perhaps the composer of this hymn means to sug-
gest that the first Christmas carol or "noel" was 
rapped. "And suddenly there was with the angel 
a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God 
and saying, 
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Yo, bumrush da manger/ 
Da savior's born!! 
Second, the lyrics are not true to Scripture. 
The shepherds did not look up and see a star; they 
looked up and saw an angel [Luke 2:9]. The magi 
saw a star [Matthew 2:2]. The star was not shin-
ing in the East; the magi were in the East when 
they saw the star. There is no mention in either 
Luke's or Matthew's accounts of Jesus' birth that 
the light "continued both day and night;' though 
we will sing exactly that. The song says there were 
three wise men. Scripture only mentions that the 
wise men were plural. There could have been two 
or twenty. I know, everyone knows there were 
three of these guys, and one of them was black. 
Scripture describes them only as "wise men from 
the East" [Matthew 2:1]. They brought three dif-
ferent gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 
I imagine the sages gathering to plan their 
junket to Bethlehem and saying, 
"Put me down for myrrh:' 
''I'll pop for the frankincense; my 
brother-in-law can get it for me whole-
sale:' 
"Fine, I'll bring the gold, but next time 
let's do Rock Paper Scissors to decide! 
Have you seen the price of gold these 
days?" [This exchange appears in the 
yet-to-be-published "Book of Tom:'] 
Third, the lyrics are inscrutable. "On a cold 
winter's night that was so deep:' How does one 
measure the depth of a night? There is nothing in 
Luke's gospel to suggest what the temperature was 
when the angel appeared to the shepherds. Given 
what we know about first century Palestinian 
animal husbandry practices-I challenge you to 
work that clause into a conversation this week-
the shepherds would have been out in the fields 
only between mid-April and mid-October. 
During the colder months they stayed in town. 
So the angel would not have appeared to the 
shepherds in a field "on a cold winter's night that 
was so deep;' which is too bad, because "deep" 
rhymes with "sheep:' 
No one knows exactly when Jesus was born. 
December 25 was first used as the date to mark 
Christ's birth in 354 AD. Which is about 360 years 
after Jesus was born. Brother Denys le Petit, the 
guy who proposed dividing time between AD 
and BC was a little off. Still, December 25 works. 
Here in the Northern Hemisphere, we need 
Christmas, or something like it, as the days are 
shorter, and the nights longer, colder, maybe even 
deeper. Auntie Marne was right! We need a little 
Christmas late in December, but let's not start 
thinking that Jesus was actually born at the time 
of year we celebrate his birth. He was not born 
in the bleak mid-winter. Snow did not fall snow 
on snow on snow in Bethlehem sometime during 
Baseball Season, when Quirinius was governor. 
[Look! I found my second most hated Christmas 
carol!] 
Fourth, the inscrutable, un-Biblical lyr-
ics are mind-numbingly repetitive. When the 
Presbyterians have finished singing this tune, 
they will have sung "Noel;' excuse me, "Now-ell" 
twenty-five times. This song alone will make us 
want to pack up the holly, douse the candles by 
the window, and shriek "humbug!" 
Fifth, this is a Christmas carol about a 
Christmas carol. I think of it as a meta-carol. Songs 
in praise of songs irritate me. Whether it's Bob 
Seger, now sixty-five years old singing the praises 
of"old time rock & roll" or Billy Joel crowing "It's 
Still Rock and Roll to Me;' or country star Trace 
Adkins's solipsistic "Songs About Me;' I hate the 
idea of music in praise of music. Admittedly, the 
text of "The First Nowell" is ambiguous, as the 
singer sings "nowell" twenty-four times in the 
refrain, he could be praising the holiday or the 
holiday song-perhaps it is both. Why split hairs 
when singing the same word over and over? 
Read the writings of 
The Cresset's founder, 
0. P. Kretzmann, at 
The Cresset Online 
www. valpo.edu/ cresset 
Oh, wait! Perhaps you like to sing this 
carol. Perhaps it simply will not be Christmas 
in your heart if you do not sing this particular 
noel at least once. Perhaps you like inscrutable, 
un-Biblical, repetitive lyrics. Perhaps you like 
meta-songs. Perhaps you are not a snob about 
French orthography, comme moi. You're in luck! 
Our guest preacher has been graciously com-
manded to select this hymn. Join us at 9:30 AM 
at 110 Church Avenue, Oshkosh, Wisconsin, 
Here in the Northern Hemisphere, 
we need Christmas, or something 
like it, as the days are shorter, and 
the nights longer, colder, maybe 
even deeper. Auntie Marne was 
right! We need a little Christmas 
late in December. 
Sunday, December 26. Sing well. Sing loudly. 
Sing with passion and energy! 
I will be on vacation. 
Merry Christmas. 1 
The Reverend Thomas C. Willadsen is pastor 
of First Presbyterian Church in Oshkosh, 
Wisconsin. 
"All the trumpets sounded for him on the other side" 
-Pilgrim's Progress 
The Pilgrim 
0. P. I<.retzmann 




XCEPT TO SCHOOL KIDS, ARE SNOW-
storms ever convenient? And that our 
prevailing thought about them is their 
inconvenience-that's telling. When a storm 
system barreled northeast out of the Rockies 
early last December, ravaging the Great Plains, 
then sucking up Lake Michigan's surface water 
and belching it on the far shore in an explosion 
of thundersnow-jagged bolts of lightning split-
ting the continually falling white curtain-did we 
stand at our windows gaping and silent before the 
awful force and terrible beauty of it all? No, we 
moaned that our calendars had been upended. 
December, for parents and school admin-
istrators, is a careful puzzle of holiday-themed 
events pieced together well before Thanksgiving. 
The storm's forced cancellations suddenly meant 
pieces, like our middle school choir's Christmas 
concert, far out-numbered spaces in which to fit 
them. 
So the choir directors thought they were 
doing everyone a favor when they rescheduled 
the concert for a post-holiday evening, January 
6. Objections, immediate and loud, ricocheted 
around the walls of the principal's office. A fierce 
college basketball rivalry was to be played out on 
a court in town that night; they, I-the parent-
alumni-had bought tickets months in advance. 
The music department, however, would not coun-
tenance Christmas anthems put off even further 
into January. The date had been chosen. 
On the evening of January 6, dutiful families 
filled the auditorium of our Protestant school. 
At exactly tip-off time, a hundred or so seventh 
and eighth graders began, left to right, to file onto 
the concert stage. I found my son among the 
first twenty and watched to see where he would 
stand, who stood by him, whether, against the 
other boys, he still measured small. A flutter at 
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the stage's far left tugged at the corner of my eye: 
among the last processing in, a girl in black pants 
and shiny black top, who, every second or third 
step, thrust out a skinny arm or jerked up a skinny 
leg, as if an invisible puppeteer on a whim pulled 
strings. When the children stood quietly in their 
assigned places, massed on the risers, she, front 
row (floor level), twitched and jerked. The others 
looked forward into a cool, indeterminate dis-
tance, awaiting the director. She cranked her head 
toward the girl on her left, toward the girl on her 
right, grinning. Seeing the director emerge from 
the wings, the crowd hushed-and heard the girl's 
gleeful, indecipherable monosyllables. 
My son had warned me that there was one 
song on the concert bill that would be "crappy;' 
but he had mentioned nothing of this. Throughout 
each song the slight girl in black moved to quixotic 
cues and sang in her own key. Or didn't sing. She 
seemed to know only some of the words, accented 
words at the end of the melodic line. These words 
she grabbed and cast out into the auditorium's 
vault where they burst like flares: 
What can I GIVE him, 
poor as I AM? 
Ifi were a SHEP-herd 
I would bring a LAMB, 
If I were a WISE man 
I would do my PART, 
Yet what can I GIVE him, 
Give my HEART. 
People in the seats around me rustled. Their 
choristers hadn't prepared them, either, for this 
disturbance of our peace: the carefully harmonized 
Christmas sentiments we counted on to calm us 
interrupted continually-every line a punched 
line-by an embarrassingly urgent voice: GIVE, 
LAMB, WISE, HEART. That last word especially, 
last in a last line repeated at song's end: Give my 
HEART. HEART. Through the stuffy air of a full 
auditorium it insisted-she insisted, holding up 
her note, her word, after the director had rounded 
the choir into silence. HEART. 
Christina Rossetti chose it as the last word 
of her poem, "In the Bleak Midwinter;' a poem 
Gustav Holst set to music for The English Hymnal 
of 1906. Our choir chose to sing only its last verse. 
The full song and poem begin: 
In the bleak midwinter 
Frosty wind made moan, 
Earth stood hard as iron, 
Water like a stone; 
Snow had fallen, snow on snow, 
Snow on snow, 
In the bleak midwinter, 
Long ago. 
And not so long ago. In the school's parking lot 
plows had piled the snow on snow of the fifth 
snowiest December ever recorded in our town. 
More snow was falling that night, and in the hours 
following the concert temperatures were forecast 
to dip into the single digits. It was the numbing 
week following another expensively disappointing 
holiday season, and we arrived tired after another 
day of slogging along under low gray skies in a 
state where one in seven of us is unemployed. We 
wanted spectacle that night, strong bodies pitted 
against each other in a rivalry generations long; 
we wanted sparks struck in our January hearts of 
iron and stone. 
Coerced, instead, by parental duty into a 
middle school choir concert, we were settling for 
something less fiery but still, in its way, warming. 
Our itchy, jumpy, moody thirteen and fourteen 
year olds, washed and combed, in clean, pressed 
clothes, arranged in orderly rows would not, for 
a brief hour, paw each other and push and shove 
to mug in the spotlight, or mutter snide remarks 
about the stupidity of parents, but would, instead, 
meld into a seamless, synchronized instrument 
from which would emanate music to soothe our 
bleak midwinter-weary souls. 
There was no spinning that cozy emotional 
cocoon in the auditorium this January 6, thanks 
to the slight girl in black in the front row. She tore 
open each melodic line, thrusting her treasured 
word out beyond the stage lights to our dark faces. 
Startled each time, we sat alert: What would her 
next word be? 
The rest of the choir, our often rude and vitu-
perative middle schoolers, behaved as if her part 
were written into the score, a descant line given 
to her and her alone to sing. Her smile said she 
believed this to be true. 
January 6 in the Western Christian Church is 
designated Epiphany. It's the day for remembering 
the Magi, wisest and most alert human beings in 
the Near East in the year 3 or 4 AD, who set out 
in their bleak midwinter to search for One who 
wouldn't disappoint. They were stopped in their 
tracks before a child vulnerable in the way of all 
children, but more, because poor, esteemed by no 
one but his mother and the man assigned to be 
his father. Their expectations-about what would 
be a satisfying outcome for their efforts, about 
whom the Esteemed One would be-dissolved in 
a divine coup de grace. 
Epiphany is a word the Greeks gave us 
to describe a certain kind of time. Unlike the 
moment of krisis, when time, like a thread, gets 
entangled, when the way forward is confused and 
contradictory, at the moment of epiphanei time 
suddenly opens to reveal in luminous clarity the 
heart of a thing. 
Nothing about us or our scrubbed and pol-
ished children that night said Poor as I am. We 
slumped in the auditorium's plush seats tired 
and generally disillusioned, true, but not without 
schemes for propping ourselves up-like a win at 
The Game. An hour or so of our time given to the 
Christmas story in song offered us little, except 
some meager evidence that we were adequate par-
ents. We did our part, we showed up, with to-do 
lists and self-promotion of one kind or another 
streaming through our heads. Then, abruptly, 
we were interrupted, our expectations dissolved. 
Time opened, and even the most preoccupied 
among us were riveted to a wispy girl semaphor-
ing and calling into our dark: HEART. GIVE, 
HEART. f 
Gayle Boss is a freelance writer from Grand 
Rapids, Michigan. Her poetry has appeared 
in The Cresset. 
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Reviewed in this issue ... 
First Be Reconciled 
by Richard P. Church 
T
HE INTERDISCIPLINARY STUDY OF LAW AND 
religion encompasses many subfields, rang-
ing from constitutional law to professional 
ethics. Among the most promising work in the field 
is that which aims to bring the resources of con-
structive theology to bear on legal thought. Richard 
P. Church's book First Be Reconciled: Challenging 
Christians in the Courts represents an important 
contribution to this 
theological turn in 
legal scholarship. 
Church's ap-
proach is distinct, 
however, in that he 
does not ask how 
theology might illu-
minate legal thought, 
but rather how the-
ology might shape 
the church's dispo-
sition toward law. 
A theologian and 
practicing attor-
ney, Church argues 
against the domi-
RIClfARD P. CHURCH _lllt_l._ 
nant approaches to law within Christian thought 
and practice-approaches that he sees as having 
allowed the church uncritically to accept litigation 
as a replacement for authentic reconciliation ( 13). 
As an alternative, Church considers the witness 
of the Anabaptist tradition and offers the follow-
ing challenge: "If peace is then more determinative 
than the absence of violence, if the reconciliation 
of God to human and human to human is the heart 
of the good news, what then oflitigation?" (16). 
In examining the question "what then of liti-
gation;' Church turns to 1 Corinthians 6: 1-11, in 
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which Paul writes, "When any of you has a griev-
ance against another, do you dare to take it to court 
before the unrighteous, instead of taking it before 
the saints?" Church is clear in his understanding of 
this passage's implications. To borrow from a poster 
of some years ago that read "A Modest Proposal 
for Peace: Let Christians Stop Killing Christians;' 
the modest proposal of First Be Reconciled is "Let 
FIRST BE RECONCILED 
Richard P. Church 




Zachary R. Calo 
Valparaiso University 
School of law 
Christians Stop 
Suing Christians:' By 
so doing, the church 
might embody a 
radical ethic of 
peace in relation to 
litigation, a sphere of 
subtle violence often 
ignored in Christian 
ethics. While much 
ink has been spilt on 
the proper response 
of Christians to 
more explicit forms 
of violence, the coer-
cive character of law 
has remained largely 
unexamined and uncriticized. Yet, for Church, 
litigation demands to be treated with the same 
theological seriousness as war, especially given its 
omnipresence in contemporary American life. 
The book admirably succeeds as an admo-
nition for Christians to reconsider the nature of 
their participation in litigation. At a minimum, it 
encourages the church to confront the oft-ignored 
scriptural witness of 1 Corinthians. In fact, part of 
the book's success comes simply from its being dis-
arming. In a litigation -saturated culture, where law 
is the regnant language and means of mediation, 
merely calling into question the propriety oflitiga-
tion can be a radical act. Yet Church ultimately goes 
further in also calling for a rethinking of litigation 
in light of the church's eschatological vocation as a 
community of forgiveness and reconciliation. 
This is a serious work of theological schol-
arship that addresses the various ways in which 
1 Corinthians 6 was interpreted by Augustine, 
Luther, and Calvin. Church is well aware that 
Anabaptist ecclesiology, particularly as it concerns 
the church's relationship to political institutions, 
stands at odds with much of the received Christian 
tradition. Church's critical analysis of the tradi-
tion shaped by these three seminal thinkers is a 
valuable scholarly contribution in its own right. 
However, even with its sophisticated exegesis of 
1 Corinthians and its discussion of Augustine, 
Luther, and Calvin, the book is not concerned 
principally with developing a traditional schol-
arly argument. Church rather approaches his 
subject from a practical and even pastoral per-
spective. First Be Reconciled is a book written for 
the church, calling on the community of believers 
to critically consider the ways in which litigation 
has informed Christian practice. The book gen-
tly prods by pulling the reader into an alternative 
moral universe-what Church terms "an imagina-
tive experiment" (105)-rather than by advancing 
a top-down theological argument. 
It is important to take this book on its own 
terms and not to fault it for failing to be a book of 
a different sort. There nevertheless are limitations 
that arise from Church's decision to not build 
his argument around a constructive theological 
account oflaw. As it is, the book might encourage 
a certain rethinking of Christian approaches to 
litigation, but it seems unlikely to effect more fun-
damental shifts in theological orientation among 
those who do not adopt Anabaptist ecclesiology 
as a starting point. Establishing the normativ-
ity of the Anabaptist approach would require a 
deeper engagement with the full complexities of 
Christian reflection on law and politics. What, for 
instance, of the natural law tradition? Of Romans 
13 as a counterpoint to I Corinthians? In differ-
ent ways, much of the Christian tradition has held 
that law is a God-given tool for the maintenance 
of justice, the upholding of the created order, 
and the enactment of judgment. By not ground-
ing his claims in a more systematic theological 
assessment of these and other relevant issues, 
Church necessarily turns to the aesthetic appeal of 
the Anabaptist witness. I cannot say that a book 
organized around the development of a Christian 
theological jurisprudence would have been better, 
but it would certainly have been a book of a quite 
different order. And it would have been, in cer-
tain respects at least, a more ambitious book with 
the potential to be broader in reach and deeper in 
impact. 
First Be Reconciled is a book 
written for the church, calling 
on the community of believers 
to critically consider the ways 
in which litigation has informed 
Christian practice. 
Another difficulty with the book as currently 
structured is that it neglects fully to define the 
scope of its claims. Church is clear in arguing that 
Christians ought not litigate with other Christians. 
Matters are less clear beyond this principle. What, 
for instance, of litigation with non-Christians? 
Of commercial litigation? It is uncertain, more-
over, how Church understands the relationship of 
Christians to the criminallaw, for First Be Reconciled 
only addresses civil litigation. Are Christians to 
advocate restorative justice over criminal punish-
ment? Equally so, what of Church's answer to the 
question Thomas Shaffer offers in the foreword-
should a Mennonite become a lawyer? Given the 
book's narrative approach, it would have been 
interesting for the author to have discussed his 
own vocation as a lawyer and the terms on which 
he finds such work to be compatible with life in 
the church. In the end, Church declines to name 
a principle that might provide resolute answers 
to these questions. It is the challenge of the book, 
he writes, to resist "the desire for black-and-white 
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answers to the problems that face Christians liv-
ing in-between the times" (133). This might well 
be the case, but it does seem to avoid a needed 
engagement with those deep impulses pregnant 
within the Anabaptist tradition that might feed a 
more totalizing withdrawal from law, just as they 
would endorse a totalizing withdrawal from the 
instrument of war. 
I suspect that the approach taken in the book 
reflects Church's commitment to locating his anal-
ysis within the church's inner dynamic life. In the 
end, this is a book not only about litigation but, 
equally so, about discerning what it means for the 
church to be a reconciling community in medias 
res. Thus 1 Corinthians not only expresses the 
principle "thou shall not sue other Christians;' 
but also the deeper ecclesiallogic that informs the 
church's disposition toward the world. From this 
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perspective, the task before the church is not to 
address for all time whether Christians can engage 
in litigation with non-Christians, but rather to ask 
how the church ought live out its eschatological 
vocation. And herein lies the great strength and 
potential of First Be Reconciled, for even those who 
do not accept its starting point or its final con-
clusions cannot but confront the ways in which 
legal liberalism has subtly undercut the church's 
redemptive work. It is the book's avoidance of 
clear and simple answers that makes it haunting 
and ultimately quite effective. t 
Zachary R. Calo is Associate Professor of 
Law at Valparaiso University. 
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Dear Son: Last night the first snow flake came, and this morning, as you trudged off 
to school, the world was white with the grief 
of winter . . . When I look through our big win-
dows toward the east, I am almost blinded 
by the sun on the white snow ... Perhaps this 
afternoon as the sun goes down, we can take a 
walk past the cemetery to see the living ever-
greens among the tombstones over the dead . .. 
a strange contrast, but no more strange than 
the contrasts of the night over Bethlehem two 
thousand years ago . . . 
I wonder whether you have already seen 
these contrasts? .. . Angels and shepherds .. . 
Virgin and Child. . . wise men and a carp en-
ter. . . sheep and the heavenly host. . . It was 
really a topsy-turvy night ... And the ultimate 
mystery of it lies in two basic nouns which are 
very strange when they are put together: God 
in a Stable ... 
Perhaps you will remember on Christmas 
Eve that the word "stable" is not used in the 
story. . . only the word "manger". . . like most 
Judean stables this was a cave in the rocky hill-
side, safe from the prowlers of the night. .. The 
Baby was literally born under the floor of the 
world . . . as lowly and humbly as anyone in all 
these thousands of years of birth and life and 
death and history ... certainly lowlier than any 
one of us who are now celebrating His birth . . . 
If anybody was ever born on the wrong side of 
the tracks, it was Jesus of Nazareth . . . 
One of our troubles has been that we have 
romanticized and sentimentalized the stable 
and the manger ... We see them through the 
warm glow of our comfortable homes, our 
candles and our well-fed bodies ... Perhaps we 
have never quite dared to face up to the fact 
that a stable is no easy place to have a baby ... 
and a manger is no good place for a child to 
begin life . .. It was cold, ugly, dirty, and mean 
in Bethlehem that night. .. far, far away, as far 
as you can get, from the golden streets, the 
pearly gates and the chanting of cherubim and 
seraphim. . . all the things that make heaven 
Heaven ... 
Why do you think that God wanted the 
Baby to be born in a stable? ... Why not at least 
in Nazareth or the Inn or a house? .. . I am sure 
that in your years oflife you have already learned 
the answer: In order to do what He came to do 
He had to come under the worst and the lowli-
est . . . He had to be born like an outcast or an 
outlaw in order to show once and for all that 
before God there are no outcasts and no out-
laws ... There are sinners, but they can become 
saints ... There are bad people, but they can 
become good ... There are poor people who 
can become rich ... There are shepherds who 
can talk to the princes of heaven. . . and all 
this can happen and has happened because He 
went lower than anybody else in the history of 
the world ... so low and so lowly that no one 
need ever to be afraid of the manger and the 
Baby in it. .. Perhaps you will remember that 
a few years ago I told you about this and asked 
what you can do about a Baby drawing its first 
' breath in a stable .. . Certainly you cannot hate 
it or despise it. . . Do you want to run away 
from it? ... No-A true Christian will never 
allow you to forget that you really can do noth-
ing to a baby but love it .. . and the Baby, above 
all this one, always knows if you really do, and 
He will know it again this Christmas as He has 
for nineteen hundred years . .. 
And all this is because He is God in the 
stable. . . How easily I write those words, 
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and how calmly you may read them .. . God 
in the stable. . . Do we really know this at 
Christmastime? ... with the knowledge of 
love and wisdom and faith and worship. . . 
Who was the Baby? ... We say it regularly in 
church, "God of God, Light of light, very God 
of very God, begotten not made:' . .. If you 
had come to the stable under the world that 
midnight with seeing eyes, you would have to 
repeat some words written a thousand years 
before the Baby was born: "Of old hast Thou 
laid the foundations of the earth; and the 
heavens are the work of Thy hands. They shall 
perish, but Thou shall endure. Yea, all of them 
shall wax old like a garment; as a vesture shall 
Thou change them and they shall be changed; 
but Thou art the same and Thy years shall 
have no end:' . .. The Child of Bethlehem and 
the Lord of the outstretched universe will live 
forever ... At Christmas midnight the clock of 
the universe holds its hands upright in wor-
ship and adoration, for the valleys of time are 
exalted and the mountains and hills are made 
low ... and the rough places plain .. . because 
God was in the stable and loved us, the proud 
and disobedient children of Paradise Lost, 
with a holy, consuming, and everlasting 
love ... "~ 
COMPANIONSHIP 
62 The Cresset 
Beneath a broken sky 
Wind seethes across the shingle, 
Water shudders, 
No gulls cry-
This cringing winter beach 
Begrudges company. 
He still comes down 
Because dead time 
Hangs from him like a leech; 
And here at least 
He finds a fragment of relief 
Among dull dunes that share 
The bleakness of his grief. 
Charles Strietelmeier 
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ON THE PoETs 
Kathleen Beach has been writing 
poetry for over fifteen years. Her 
poems have appeared in various 
journals and have won awards 
at the Writer's Conference at the 
College of New Jersey. 
J. T. Ledbetter is Professor 
Emeritus at California Lutheran 
University and a frequent 
contributor to The Cresset. His 
newest book of poetry, Underlying 
Premises, is due this summer. 
Lars Johnson teaches literature 
and literary theory at Bethany 
Lutheran College in Mankato, 
Minnesota. 
Charles R. Strietelmeier is pastor 
at Augustana Lutheran Church 
in Hobart, Indiana and a regular 
contributor to The Cresset. 
Valparaiso 
University 
Shield of Character 
The Shield of Character is one of the most important and powerful symbols of Valparaiso University. 
At its center is the Light, the source of all truth, serving as a reminder of who we are and what we strive to be. 
The Shield of Character reflects what we protect and defend as an interconnected Valpo community: the common set 
of shared characteristics and values found among those who live and work here and those who have walked this campus. 
• truth-seeking 







Our Motto: IN LUCE TUA VIDEMUS LUCEM 
In Thy Light We See Light 
